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Being a Hainanese myself, I have always wondered why people always associate 
me with Hainanese chicken rice, Hainanese kopitiams and Hainanese-styled 
western food whenever I told them I was a Hainanese. For some strange reasons, I 
was always annoyed whenever someone linked me to these items. I also never 
really understood why my late grandmother was able to cook delicious breakfast 
items such as scrambled eggs for me when I was young and why she was able to 
speak some rudimentary form of English, even though the only language she 
should speak was Hainanese. It was only during my teenage years when my 
parents (who were both Hainanese) and my late grandmother started talking to me 
about my Hainanese heritage that it slowly dawned to me why people associated 
me with certain food items and why my grandmother was able to speak some 
rudimentary English, because like many of her peers, she once worked as a 
domestic servant for a British family who was stationed in Singapore. 
 With this knowledge of my heritage in my mind, I was attracted to explore 
aspects of it when I was applying for graduate school while I was writing my 
Honours Thesis. In the course of researching, I realised that the Hainanese 
community has not been given much attention by scholars and it was then that I 
was determined to make sure that my thesis examined some aspect of the 
Hainanese community in Singapore. My initial idea was to examine how Hylam 
Street, which was the centre of all Hainanese activity during the colonial period, 
has changed over the years. However, after coming across some oral interview 
tapes at the National Archives of Singapore, I became much more interested in the 
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perceptions of Hainanese identity and the community both within the community 
and from outside the community. It was then that I decided that my research focus 
will be on the perceptions of the Hainanese community and how stakeholders in 
the community today, have tried to re-shape and re-mould what being a 
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Summary of Thesis 
The Hainanese community and identity has always been a neglected area of study 
by scholars even though Singaporeans and Malaysians have always consumed and 
encountered certain aspects of Hainanese culture daily – the Hainanese chicken 
rice that is a key cultural marker for both Singapore and Malaysia and the 
kopitiams that most Singaporeans go for their daily kopi fix are examples of this. 
However, beyond this superficial glance, little is known about the Hainanese 
community. This thesis attempts to change this by attempting to explore the 
perceptions of the Hainanese community and its identity, from both within the 
community and from outside of the community. In the process of exploring the 
various views of the Hainanese community, this thesis will also examine how the 
Hainanese clan and dialect associations of today have tried to position the 
community along with its identity in a positive light, while ignoring or de-
emphasising certain negative elements of the community’s past. 
 The first chapter of this thesis examines how the Hainanese community 
was looked down upon by the other Chinese dialect groups during the colonial era, 
due to the occupations that they were known for. This occupational specialisation 
that the Hainanese were known for, as Chapter One will show, was a result of 
extenuating circumstances and historical forces that compelled many to work in 
these trades and occupations. The subsequent chapter explores the colonial 
imagination and perception of the Hainanese community and how that changed 
following the Kreta Ayer Riots of 1927. Finally, in the last chapter, this thesis 
examine how the Hainanese clan and dialect associations have tried to reimagine 
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and reshape Hainanese identity so as to put the Hainanese community in good 
light, especially in the publications published by these associations. It is also in 
this chapter that the centrality of the Hainanese clan and dialect association 
among the lives of the early Hainanese migrants is being questioned. Did these 
associations really assisted the early Hainanese migrants and were they centres of 
activities where the community congregated, as most of the literature has alluded? 
 For the Hainanese who are interested and yet have not come across any 
snippets of their past, and for anyone who is interested in examining or knowing 
more about the history of Chinese dialect groups, understanding how dialect 
identities and how the perceptions of one’s community have been manifested and 
shaped by different forces and stakeholders, as this thesis has done, would 
hopefully leave with a better understanding of how dialect identities are worthy 
subjects to study. 
 




The Hainanese community in Singapore has always been a minority group among the other 
Chinese dialect communities, since their relatively late arrival vis-à-vis the Hokkiens, the 
Teochews and the Cantonese from the 1840s onwards.1 According to the latest census surveys 
conducted in 2010, the Hainanese community only comprised of 177,541 individuals out of the 
entire Chinese population of Singapore of 2,793,980. In terms of percentage, this means that the 
Hainanese community in 2010 only constitutes about 6.35% out of the entire Chinese population 
in Singapore.2 This low percentage has remained relatively constant throughout the years, from 
the first population census which took into account dialect groupings in 1881,3 to the latest 
census survey conducted in 2010. In comparison, the three biggest dialect groups in Singapore, 
the Hokkiens, the Teochews and the Cantonese, comprises respectively about 40%, 20% and 14% 
of the entire Chinese population of Singapore according to the latest census survey.4 
Being such a small community and personally being part of the community itself, there is 
an innate desire within me to explore the historical forces and events that have shaped the 
Hainanese identity in Singapore, since the Hainanese first set foot in Singapore in the 1840s.  
The desire to learn more about my own dialect group was further augmented by the recent 
revival and interest in the Straits Chinese culture and identity, both in the popular media and also 
within the academic world.5 This revival of the interest of the Straits Chinese identity have led 
                                                          
1 Claire Chiang, “The Hainanese Community of Singapore” (Academic Exercise, National University of Singapore, 
1977), pg.16. 
2 Wong Wee Kim, "Census of Population 2010: Statistical Release 1 Demographic Characteristics, Education, 
Language and Religion," ed. Singapore Department of Statistic(Singapore: Singapore Department of Statistic, 2011). 
3 Cheng Lim-Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore : A Socio--Economic Geography with Special 
Reference to Bang Structure (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1985), pg.14. 
4 Wong Wee Kim,"Census of Population 2010". 
5 See Brandon Albert Lim, “Staging 'Peranakan-Ness': A Cultural History of the Gunong Sayang Association's 
Wayang Peranakan, 1985-1995” (M.A. Thesis, National University of Singapore, 2011), pg. 120 for a list of 
academic works on Peranakan culture and identity done by NUS students from 1986 to 2010. Recent interest in 
the Straits Chinese was also revived following the airing of the Mediacorp drama, The Little Nonya. 
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me to question whether the Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others ethnic classification used by the 
Singaporean state has started to evolve and begun to take notice of the nuances in the ethnicity of 
its citizens. More importantly, with this recent revival in the Straits Chinese culture and identity, 
will the dialect identity among the Chinese ethnic group in Singapore start to re-emerge and 
become more prominent as a result the interest in the Straits Chinese? Or will it be subsumed 
under this larger pan-Chinese identity? 
The main goal of this thesis is to examine how the Hainanese community and its identity 
has been perceived by both non-Hainanese and the Hainanese themselves and how these 
perceptions came about. This thesis will also examine how the Hainanese clan and dialect 
associations of today, along with the Hainanese community leaders have tried positioning and re-
shaping the identity of the Hainanese, so as to ensure that the community is seen in a much more 
positive light than the colonial era. In the process of examining how these perceptions have been 
shaped by the Hainanese associations, this thesis will also demonstrate that for a significant 
number of Hainanese, the associations that have usually been seen as being a key part of the 
Hainanese community especially during the colonial period, did not play a central role in the 
lives of many Hainanese. The reason for this thesis to focus primarily on the colonial era was due 
to the fact that it was during this period, when the Hainanese first interacted and competed with 
the Chinese from other dialect groups as well as people from different ethnic background. It was 
through this interaction that the Hainanese identity was ‘re-constructed’ and shaped into 
something that most Singaporeans today, even Hainanese, would recognise as a marker of being 
Hainanese. Through this thesis, I will also attempt to demonstrate that the Hainanese identity 
cannot be understood as one that is primordial or essentialised. Instead, as Stuart Hall puts it, 
“cultural identities are the points of identification… which are made, within the discourses of 
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history and culture” where “there is always a politics of identity”.6 As such, the Hainanese 
identity should not be examined in a vacuum where the notions of ‘Hainanese-ness’ remain static. 
Instead, it should be examined in a manner where ideas of ‘Hainanese-ness’ remains in a state of 
constant flux, where the goal is not to unearth the “unproblematic, transcendental ‘law of 
origin’”,7 but the way ‘Hainanese-ness’ has been shaped.  
With that in mind, this thesis has hopefully been structured in a manner to highlight these 
historical forces, events and actors that have shaped what it meant to be and also to be seen as a 
Hainanese in Singapore, especially during the colonial era. In Chapter One, I will examine the 
migration patterns of the Hainanese and the occupational specialisations of the Hainanese dialect 
group and the reasons for the Hainanese entering specific trades and occupations, such as the 
food and beverage industry or as ‘Hailam cookboys’ for the Europeans and wealthy Peranakan 
families – occupations and trades that were deemed by many as being lowly in status. More 
importantly, this chapter will show how this occupational specialisation, which G. William 
Skinner calls the “ethnic division of labour”, 8  helped solidify the Hainanese identity and 
reinforced the differences between the Hainanese vis-à-vis the other dialect groups, which 
affected how the non-Chinese population of Singapore, most notably the Europeans saw the 
Hainanese community. Chapter Two will then explore the colonial imagination and change in 
this imagination of the Hainanese community due to the role the Hainanese played in events of 
the Kreta Ayer riots in 1927 as well as the rise of Malayan Communism in the 1920s and 1930. 
Finally, I will study the role the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in shaping and 
positioning Hainanese identity and the community, while at the same time show that these clan 
                                                          
6 Stuart Hall, "Cultural Identity and Diaspora," in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan 
Rutherford(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), pg. 226. 
7 Ibid., pg. 226. 
8 G. William Skinner, "Introduction: Urban Social Structure in Ch'ing China," in The City in Late Imperial China, ed. G. 
William Skinner(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1977). 
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and dialect associations did not and could not fully represent the Hainanese community, as for 
quite a number of Hainanese even during the colonial era, these associations were not a central 
part of their lives.  
“Less Essentialist” Approach to Identities: A Conceptual Framework 
To aid in the process of writing this dissertation and understanding the subject matter at hand, I 
have mainly employed the cultural identity theories of Hall and Kathryn Woodward in my 
dissertation. In his article, Hall articulates that identities in late modernity are never unified; 
instead they are increasingly being fragmented. Identities are never singular, but are multiply 
formed across different discourses, practices and positions. They are the product of historical 
development and constantly in process of change and transformation and they never remain 
static or stagnant.9 Identities, according to Hall, are constructed through difference – it is only 
through a relation to the “Other”, a relation to what is lacking, what is not and what is different, 
that identities can be constructed. Suffice to say, identities are the outcome of the construction of 
difference and exclusion, rather than the symbols of “identical, naturally-constituted unity”.10 
Hall further argues that identities should therefore not be conceptualised as being natural and 
essentialist; instead, they should be conceptualised as always being relational, incomplete and in 
the process of becoming. In other words, there is always a continuous process of 
“identification”.11 As identities are constituted within representations, questions such as “who we 
are” or “where we come from” are irrelevant. Instead, identities are better described by “how we 
might become”, “how we have been represented” and “how that bears on how we might 
                                                          
9 Stuart Hall, "Who Needs an Identity?," in Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay(London: 
SAGE Publications, 1996), pg. 4. 
10 Ibid., pg. 4. 
11 Stuart Hall, "Politics of Identity," in Culture, Identity and Politcs: Ethnic Minorities in Britain, ed. Terence Ranger, 
Yunas Samad, and Ossie Stuart(Aldershot: Avebury, 1987), pg. 130. 
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represent ourselves”. 12  As Hoon Chang-Yau puts it, these “enables us to recognize and 
appreciate the importance of ‘routes’ rather than ‘roots’”,13 a concept that this thesis will adopt. 
 Hall also argues that identities emerge within the play of “specific modalities of 
power”.14 According to both Hall and Hoon, the power of representation in constructing national 
and cultural identity, includes the power to define who is included into the group and who is 
excluded. In most cases, this power lies in the hands of the policy maker or power holders of the 
community. 15  More often than not, according to Woodward, these power holders take an 
essentialist view of identity, and claim that identity is fixed and unchanging. These essentialist 
views of identity are based on an essentialist version of history and of the past, where history is 
being constructed and depicted as an unchanging truth, which is clearly further from the truth.16 
This essentialist view of the Chinese as a monolithic and largely unchanging group has been 
adopted by some scholars and by both the British Colonial government as well as the Malaysian 
and Singapore government to identify the Chinese, regardless of sub-ethnicity. It also serves, to 
some extent, as the basis upon which the Chinese, including the Hainanese and other Chinese 
from the other dialect groups could self-identify. As shown later in the literature review, the 
Hainanese clan and dialect associations clearly interpret Hainanese identity as unchanging and 
primordial, as seen through their publications that are aimed at preserving their notions of 
unchanging ‘Hainanese-ness’ and ‘Chinese-ness’. 
                                                          
12 Hall,"Who Needs an Identity?", pg. 4. 
13 Chang-Yau Hoon, Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto Indonesia: Culture, Politics and Media (Portland: Sussex 
Academic Press, 2008), pg. 7. 
14 Hall,"Who Needs an Identity?", pg. 4. 
15 Ibid., pg. 4 & Hoon, Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto Indonesia, pg. 8. 
16 Kathryn Woodward, "Concepts of Identity and Difference," in Identity and Difference: Culture, Media and 
Identities, ed. Kathryn Woodward(London: SAGE Publications, 1997), pp. 12 & 15. 
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In addition, similar to the approach that Hoon took in his study of the Chinese identity in 
post-Suharto Indonesia,17 this dissertation will adopt what Hall calls a “less-essentialist” notion 
of identity to understand the multifaceted identification process and identity formation of the 
Hainanese in Singapore – an approach that acknowledges that the essentialised notions of 
identity still has value and is thus made the starting point for the examination of identity, while at 
the same time, rejecting the essentialised aspect of it.18 I have deliberately chosen to use Hall’s 
“less-essentialist” approach rather than an “anti-essentialist” approach, due to the understanding 
that essentialism can never be entirely avoided, as even “anti-essentialism” is reliant on 
essentialism itself.19 Moreover, by taking a “less essentialist” approach, I am able to avoid what 
Nicole Constable calls a “postmodern dilemma” of having to deal with the “infinite subjectivities” 
of  Hainanese identity, that challenges the realm of possibility by defying the “wider social or 
cultural patterning” that was possible in Singapore during the colonial era.20 Even though the 
Hainanese community, the colonial society and the rest of the Chinese dialect groups do impose 
and have certain essentialised views and stereotypical understanding of Hainanese identity, these 
notions are not entirely unfounded. It is, after all from these essentialised views that this 
dissertation will as Constable did in her study of the Hakkas, be the starting point of my attempt 
to examine the ‘re-construction’ and expression of Hainanese identity in Singapore. 21   
Furthermore, according to Hoon, essentialism seen in a positive sense can be and often is a-
                                                          
17 See Hoon, Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto Indonesia. 
18 Hall,"Politics of Identity", pg. 135 & Hoon, Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto Indonesia, pg. 8. 
19 See Peter Wade, "Hybridity Theory and Kinship Thinking," Cultural Studies 19, no. 5 (2005). 
20 Nicole Constable, "Introduction: What Does It Mean to Be Hakka?," in Guest People: Hakka Identity in China and 
Abroad, ed. Nicole Constable(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1996), pg. 5. 
21 Ibid., pg. 4. 
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necessity of any collective self-identification, thus it should not be simply rejected as a 
“reification” of one’s identity.22  
 In line with Hall’s and Woodward’s argument that identities are not essentialised and 
there is always a constant evolution and contestation, Ong Aihwa and Donald Nonini have also 
made a similar argument. They argued that scholars who do research on Overseas Chinese 
communities tend to reify “Chinese identity”, focusing their attention on the “intrinsic and 
timeless features of Chinese culture, which persists even in the midst of a non-Chinese 
society”.23 They have also correctly concluded that because Chinese social strategies often take 
on traditional guises, scholars have failed to notice the ‘newness’ of their social arrangements. 
Thus both Ong and Nonini have argued that these discourses that scholars from the past have 
studied, needs to be re-examined again.24 Hence with this in mind, this dissertation will examine 
the formation and transformation of the Hainanese identity through the conceptual framework 
provided by Hall, and Woodward, which will problematize, challenge and guard against any 
notions of essentialism that aims to reify the intrinsic nature of identities, while at the same time 
staying away from “anti-essentialism” by taking a “less-essentialist” approach.  
Literature Review 
 In terms of the amount of academic research and work done on the Hainanese community in 
Singapore or even in the Southeast Asian region little has been done. This is despite the fact that 
the Chinese community in this region has been extensively studied by scholars. While Skinner’s 
Chinese in Thailand: an analytical history and William E. Willmott’s Chinese in Cambodia does 
                                                          
22 Hoon, Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto Indonesia, pg. 9. 
23 Ong Aihwa and Donald Nonini, "Chinese Transnationalism as an Alternative Modernity," in Ungrounded Empires: 
The Cultural Politics of Modern Chinese Transnationalism, ed. Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini(New York: Routledge, 
1997), pg. 9. 
24 Ibid., pg. 9. 
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mention and shed light onto the Hainanese community in Thailand and Cambodia, the attention 
that the two authors give to the Hainanese community is however minimal.25 Even studies that 
have attempted to analyse and study the Chinese society in Singapore and Malaya along dialect 
lines have not given much attention to the Hainanese community. Mak Lau Fong’s The 
Dynamics of Chinese Dialect Groups in Early Malaya which is one of the most representative 
works done on bang divisions among the Chinese society also suffers from the same problem. 
Mak’s work, which examines the bang and dialect structure of the Chinese during the late 19th 
Century, argues that the occupational differentiation and specialisation between the different 
dialect groups was the key to dialect identity. 26 While Mak’s work forms one of the most 
important foundation for my thesis, his work ignores other factors and forces that have shaped 
dialect identity. 
There is also a dearth of academic literature produced that has studied the Hainanese 
community in depth, in this region.  According to my search in the catalogues for both English 
and Chinese works in the library of the National University of Singapore (NUS), there are only 
six academic works that have attempted to explore and examine any aspects of Hainanese 
identity in Singapore, Malaya and the Southeast Asian region. The first, produced in 1958, is a 
thesis by Lim Meng Ah, titled The Hainanese of Singapore. This work by Lim provides an 
excellent snapshot of the Hainanese community, its social organisation and social customs in the 
late 1950s and a brief background to the migration patterns of the Hainanese from Hainan Island 
to Singapore and Malaya. Lim’s work also stresses the ‘clannishness’ aspect of the Hainanese 
community and the strategies and mechanisms it employed to maintain group solidarity and 
                                                          
25 G. William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History (New York: Cornell University Press, 1957) 
& William E. Willmott, The Chinese in Cambodia (Vancouver: Publications Centre, University of British Columbia, 
1967). 
26 Mak Lau Fong, The Dynamics of Chinese Dialect Groups in Early Malaya (Singapore: Singapore Society of Asian 
Studies, 1995), pg. 187. 
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separateness vis-à-vis the other Chinese dialect groups. 27  While Lim’s research and his 
compilation of the demographic data of the Hainanese in 1958 is useful in providing a big picture 
of what the community was like in the late 1950s, his work is clearly outdated by today’s 
standard as conceptually, Lim still sees Hainanese identity as being essentialised. More 
importantly, Lim’s work does not take into account the historical forces that have shaped 
Hainanese identity and community since they first migrated to Singapore, which this thesis is 
focused on.  
Similarly, Sun Wen Ya’s 1960 work, 泛马琼侨史略 [Brief History of the Hainanese in 
Malaya] also charts the southward migration of the Hainanese from Hainan Island to Malaya and 
Singapore and the ‘clannishness’ aspect of the Hainanese community. The book also depicts the 
struggles that the Hainanese community in Malaya and Singapore faced when they first arrived 
and how through their hard work and determination that the community managed to carve out a 
living for themselves.28 Like Lim, Sun’s work also does not examine how historical forces have 
shaped the Hainanese community and its identity in Singapore and it also treats Hainanese 
identity as an essentialised notion. Moreover, akin to Lim, Sun’s work is also out-dated given 
that it was published in 1960, slightly more than half a century ago. 
 Subsequent works on the Hainanese community, written by Claire Chiang, Ong Hue Sian 
and Han Mui Ling also share a similar problem with Lim’s work. While conceptually their work 
differs from Lim’s as they do not see ‘Hainanese-ness’ as a primordial and essentialised category, 
however like Lim, the focus of their work is not on tracing and examining the historical 
development and forces, or what Hall and Hoon calls ‘routes’, that have helped constructed or 
re-constructed ‘Hainanese-ness’ during the colonial era. Instead, their work highlights the 
                                                          
27 Lim Meng-ah, “The Hainanese of Singapore” (Academic Exercise, University of Malaya, 1958). 
28 Sun Wen Ya, 泛马琼侨史略 [Brief History of the Hainanese in Malaya] (Penang, 1960). 
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declining role of Hainanese identity, Hainanese group solidarity and Hainanese associations 
among the Hainanese community at that specific point in time that their work was produced. For 
Chiang, her work The Hainanese Community of Singapore (1977) is a study on the declining role 
of dialect identity in occupational specialisation, which was a hallmark in the Chinese 
community that was largely divided along dialect lines.29 Her work concluded that “this feeling 
of alikeness and the primordial sentiment of acting together as a group diminish with generation 
depth, with each generation losing a little of the original culture features while acculturating to a 
different set of cultural traits in a new environment”.30  
Written almost twenty years later after Chiang’s work, Han Mui Ling’s thesis, Business 
Practices, Networks and The Dialectics of Subethncity: Hainanese Family Businesses in 
Singapore also arrives at a similar conclusion as Chiang’s. Like Chiang, Han’s study shows that 
the role of Hainanese identity in organising and running Hainanese family-run businesses as well 
as its usage in establishing business networks with other businessmen has declined.31 Ong Hue 
Sian’s The Social Patterns of Hainanese Community in Singapore: A Case Study of their 
Associations (1996) which was written at the same time as Han’s work, also makes a strong case 
in charting the declining role of Hainanese identity among the Hainanese community. In her 
thesis, she documents the changing role of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in 
Singapore, from one that provided traditional services for the sinkheh, to one that provides 
modern recreational activities to its members. Her thesis also highlights the fact that these clan 
and dialect associations are facing a declining membership rate as not many Hainanese are 
                                                          
29 Chiang, "The Hainanese Community of Singapore". 
30 Ibid., pg. 7. 
31 Han Mui Ling, “Business Practices, Networks and the Dialectics of Subethnicity : Hainanese Family Businesses in 
Singapore” (Academic Exercise, National University of Singapore, 1995). 
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interested in joining these associations due to the societal changes in today’s Singapore.32 While 
these works though useful in shedding light on the Hainanese community and the declining 
importance of Hainanese identity at the time these works were produced, they do not examine 
the historical development and construction of Hainanese identity during the colonial era. 
In 2005, another study on the Hainanese in the Southeast Asian was produced by a 
Master’s student in the Department of Southeast Asian studies in NUS. Liu Yan’s work, 
Twentieth-Century Hainanese on the East Coast of Peninsular Thailand analysed and charted the 
social and economic development of the Hainanese on the East coast of southern Thailand. Liu’s 
work demonstrates that notions of the Hainanese being of a lower artisan class as espoused by 
Skinner, no longer holds true by the mid-1980s. Instead, according to Liu, the Hainanese on the 
East coast of southern Thailand managed to carve their way up the social ladder while at the 
same time accumulating enough wealth that they managed to be the second most important 
Chinese dialect group in Thailand after the Teochews, thus removing the identity marker of the 
Hainanese being poor and socially disadvantaged.33. Liu’s work provides fruit for thought as 
unlike the situation in Singapore, the Hainanese were and are still a much bigger group in 
Thailand than in Singapore. Moreover, Thailand, unlike Singapore and Malaya was not a 
colonial society. However, Liu’s work is focused on the Hainanese in the Eastern coast of 
Thailand while mine concentrates on the Hainanese in Singapore. Furthermore, Liu does not 
really attempt to make sense of the changing notions of Hainanese identity, which my thesis aims 
to achieve. However, it must be said that Liu’s thesis does provide an interesting contrast to my 
                                                          
32 Ong Hue Sien, “The Social Patterns of Hainanese Community in Singapore: A Case Study of Their Associations” 
(Academic Exercise, National University of Singapore, 1995). 
33 Liu Yan, “Twentieth-Century Hainanese on the East Coast of Peninsular Thailand” (M.A. Thesis, National 
University of Singapore, 2005). 
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work, even though this dissertation does not aim nor will it attempt to compare and contrast the 
fortunes of the Hainanese community in Singapore and Thailand 
In contrast to the paucity of academic literature produced about the Hainanese 
community in this region, the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in Singapore have 
produced quite a number of Chinese language books and edited volumes about the Hainanese 
community in Singapore and Malaya. A large majority of the material is published by the 
Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association’s (新加坡武吉知马琼崖联谊会 ) 
Hainanese Literary Research Unit (海南作家作品研究院) that was established by Mo He.34 
Most of the books and edited volumes published by the research unit and other Hainanese 
associations often depict personal stories of Hainanese forefathers and their sojourn in Singapore 
or highlight certain cultural forms and items that are deemed to be important and unique to the 
Hainanese.35 Mo He’s edited volume 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese Society and its Social Customs 
and Features] is one of the most comprehensive edited volumes that contain these stories and 
articles.36 One of the articles inside the volume by former journalist and prominent community 
leader, Han Shan Yuan, even documents the early history of Hainanese migration to Singapore 
and Malaya. 37 Besides Mo He’s edited volume, Wu Hua’s 新加坡海南人物录 [Important 
Figures of the Hainanese Community in Singapore], which was also published by the same 
research unit, contains a list of the various important and famous Hainanese figures in Singapore, 
                                                          
34 Wong Shiang Hoe @ Mo He, Oral Interview, by National Archives of Singapore, 15th March 2008, Tape 
Recording, Literary Scene in Singapore Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A003230. To see a list of books 
published by the research unit, see Appendix E. 
35 See Mo He, ed. 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese Society : Its Social Customs and Features] (Singapore: Singapore Bukit 
Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association, 2005) & Wu Hua, "Introduction," in 新加坡海南吴氏宗人事迹 [Personal 
Memoirs of the Singapore Hainanese Goh Clan], ed. Wu Hua(Singapore: Singapore Hainanese Goh Clan Association, 
2011). 
36 Mo He, ed. 海南社会风貌. 
37 Han Shan Yuan, "琼洲南来沧桑史 [Hainanese Migration Towards Nanyang]," in 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese 




from the late 19th Century onwards. Similar to the edited volumes and books highlighted earlier 
in the paragraph, Wu’s book also depicts the personal stories of these famous and important 
figures of the Hainanese community and how they overcame their hardship either in their 
sojourns or while they were growing up in Singapore.38 This list compiled by Wu definitely 
provides a useful tool in figuring who were key figures of the Hainanese community that would 
aid in the research of the Hainanese community and the important characters within the 
community. While this list would be very useful for most scholars who are researching or plan to 
study the Hainanese community, the examination of the various key characters within the 
community is however, not the focus of my study.  
In addition to the works published by the Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly 
Association, the other Hainanese clan and dialect associations have also published yearbooks and 
commemorative magazines to mark special occasions and anniversaries of their respective clan 
and dialect associations. Some of these publications include the commemorative magazine for 
the 80th anniversary of the Singapore Heng-Jai Hong Clan Association, the commemorative 
magazine for 150th anniversary of the Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan and Tian Hou Gong Temple 
and the commemorative magazine for the 45th anniversary of the Singapore Hainan Society. A 
general study of the various yearbooks and commemorative magazines showed that these 
publications by the associations were more concerned with painting a positive image of the 
different associations and the Hainanese community by celebrating the positive achievements, 
services and contributions of their members either towards the associations, the Hainanese 
community or to society in general in the pages of their books and magazines. In addition to 
celebrating the success of the various individuals within the associations and to promote a 
                                                          
38 Wu Hua, 新加坡海南人物录 [Important Figures of the Hainanese Community in Singapore] (Singapore: 
Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association, 2004).  
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positive image of the associations and the Hainanese community, another function of these 
publications was also to document the different events, festival and activities that the 
associations had organised and celebrated. 39  However, even though these publications do 
provide a useful glimpse of what Hainanese-ness is, as what Ong Aihwa and David Nonini have 
posited, these publications by the power holders of the Hainanese community have a tendency to 
reify Hainanese identity and culture, treating them as if they were intrinsic and timeless, a 
framework that this thesis will not be undertaking, as discussed earlier in the chapter. 
It is very clear that there has not been much academic work done on the Hainanese 
community in Singapore and even in Malaya. Most of the academic literature on the Hainanese 
in Singapore has been sociological studies that are more interested in dissecting and analysing 
the Hainanese community in Singapore, at the point of time that their work was being written. 
The Chinese books and edited volumes published by the Hainanese associations do attempt to 
chart the history of the Hainanese in Singapore however their works are not in-depth enough. 
Moreover, these works are not interested in tracing the historical forces that have shaped 
Hainanese identity. Instead as mentioned earlier, these works tend to reify Hainanese identity 
and culture and the aims of these books is to preserve Hainanese culture and identity in its most 
‘natural’ and ‘original’ state.  
                                                          
39 See Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan, 新加坡琼州天后宫、海南会馆一百五十周年纪念特刊 [Singapore Tian Hou 
Gong Temple and Hainan Huey Kuan's 150th Anniversary Magazine] (Singapore: Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan, 
2004) & Singapore Hainan Society, 新加坡海南协会庆祝四十五周年曁琼剧训练班成立廿周年纪念 (Singapore 
Hainan Society 45th Anniversary and Hainanese Opera Class 20th Anniversary Celebration) (Singapore: Singapore 
Hainan Society, 2001) & Singapore Heng Jai He Clan Association, 新加坡琼崖何氏公会庆祝五十周年纪念特刊, 
1948-1998 [Singapore Heng Jai He Clan Association 50th Anniversary Commemorative Magazine, 1948-1998] 
(Singapore: Singapore Heng Jai He Clan Association, 1999) & Singapore Heng Jai Hong Clan Association, 新加坡琼
崖黄氏公会成立八十周年纪念特刊, 1910-1990 (Heng Jai Hong Clan Association, 80th Annivesary, 1910-1990) 
(Singapore: Singapore Heng Jai Hong Clan Association, 1990) & Singapore Kheng Jai Pan Clan Association, 新加坡
琼崖潘氏社四十周年纪念特刊, 1956-1996 [Singapore Kheng Jai Pan Clan Association 40th Anniversary 
Commemorative Magazine, 1956-1996] (Singapore: Singapore Kheng Jai Pan Clan Association, 1996) & Singapore 
Song Heng Association, 新加坡琼崖重兴同乡会四十周年纪念特刊 (Song Heng Association 40th Anniversary 
Souvenir Magazine) (Singapore: Singapore Song Heng Association, 1979), for some examples of these publications. 
This is just a short list of magazines and publications published by the various clan and dialect associations. 
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Hence, this thesis thus represents the first attempt at a historical study of the development 
of Hainanese identity in Singapore during the colonial area. This thesis also aims to offer a solid 
foundation for future research to be carried out on the Hainanese community by attempting to fill 
up this academic black-hole on the Hainanese community and its identity. 
Methodology and Sources 
 In terms of methodology and the sources used in this thesis, I had to rely on a multitude 
of methods and types of sources in order to make sense of the information gathered from a single 
source and to provide a more complete picture of the forces that have affected Hainanese identity 
during the colonial era. Some of these include oral history interviews conducted by the National 
Archives of Singapore (NAS), personal interviews conducted by me, English and Chinese 
language newspapers that are kept in both microfilm and digitised format by the National Library 
of Singapore (NLB), the Colonial Records and finally the publications by the various Hainanese 
associations.  
The English and Chinese language newspapers, the publications by the Hainanese 
associations and the Colonial Office records were mainly used as a gauge to examine the 
attitudes the society had towards the Hainanese community. It was also used to examine the 
community’s reaction towards these attitudes and assumptions and their activities. The English 
press, most notably The Straits Times was extremely useful in highlighting the views the 
Europeans in Singapore and Malaya had towards the Hainanese community, especially during 
the late 1920s and 1930s when the Hainanese community were implicated in numerous 
Communist plots. The Colonial Records demonstrated how negatively the colonial government 
saw the Hainanese community during the late 1920s and 1930s for the above reasons. The 
Chinese press and the publications by the Hainanese associations on the other hand provide an 
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alternative view and reactions towards the how the Europeans and the colonial government saw 
the Hainanese. More importantly, the publications by the Hainanese associations also allowed 
me to examine how the Hainanese community leaders saw their community and their identity 
and how they have attempted to re-position it. 
 The oral history interviews produced by the NAS and those that I have conducted have 
been a very important primary source for this thesis. Oral interviews are extensively used as they 
allow me access to materials and information that do not exist in any other form. While 
publications by the Hainanese associations shed light on how the Hainanese community leaders 
felt about their own community, there were many Hainanese, like myself who never joined or 
actively participated in these associations. Relying on the oral interviews allows these ‘voiceless’ 
Hainanese who were not part of the top leadership of the various associations and who were not 
famous or infamous enough to warrant a newspaper article, to have a voice. Additionally, as 
Kwa Chong Guan argues, the central purpose of oral history is to highlight the wider narratives 
and storylines that structure the interviewee’s life.40 As such the usage of oral history helps to 
situate this thesis within the social memories of the Hainanese who lived through and 
experienced the historical forces that shaped the identity of the Hainanese community. While 
oral history have been deemed by critics as being unreliable due to the fallibility of personal 
memory, I hope that the wide range of oral interviews that I have used and the cross-checking of 
the interviews with other primary documents will circumvent these issues. 
  
                                                          
40 Kwa Chong Guan, "The Value of Oral Testimony: Text and Orality in the Reconstruction of the Past," in Oral 
History in Southeast Asia: Theory and Method, ed. Lim Pui Huen, James Morrison, and Kwa Chong Guang 
(Singapore: ISEAS, 1998), pg. 23. 
17 
 
Chapter 1: Occupational Specialisation and the Social Status of the Hainanese 
Many of the older generation present here today will be familiar with the history of 
Hainanese in Nanyang. How when our forefathers came to this part of the region they were 
among the poorest of the Chinese dialect groups. Many could not find jobs because these had 
been taken up by earlier settlers. A number ended up doing “women’s work, cooking in the 
kitchen of hotels and British homes. But from there, they picked up their culinary skills and 
have opened some of the best steak houses known in Singapore.41 
Despite the surmounting obstacles that have hindered the development of dialect identity in 
post-independent Singapore where pan-Singaporean ‘Chinese-ness’ has become dominant, this 
speech by the then Minister of Transportation Mah Bow Tan during the 142nd Anniversary 
Dinner of the Singapore Hainan Hwee Kuan (SHHK), which was formerly known as the Kheng 
Chew Hwee Kuan, clearly demonstrates that dialect identity even in 1990s was still relevant and 
important for certain sections of the Chinese community. More importantly, for the purpose of 
this chapter, Mah’s speech clearly shows that still is an extremely strong association between the 
occupations and trades that the various Chinese dialect groups are known to specialise in and 
their identities. 
Occupational and trade specialisation as argued by scholars such as Mak Lau Fong and 
Thomas T W Tan was one of the key things that divided the Chinese community between the 
various dialect groups or bangs, especially during the colonial era. Their research shows that 
there was a tendency for dialect groups to be prominent in certain trades and occupations, vis-à-
vis the other dialect groups.42 In the case of the Hainanese in Malaya and Singapore, they were 
                                                          
41 Mah Bow Tan. Speech by Mr Mah Bow Tan, Minister of Communications, at the Singapore Hainan Hwee Kuan 
142nd Anniversary Dinner at Northern Palace Restaurant, (Published by National Archives of Singapore for 
MINISTRY OF INFORMATION AND THE ARTS), 9th October 1996. MBT19961009s, Singapore.  
42 Mak Lau Fong, "Occupation and Chinese Dialect Group in British Malaya," in Chinese Adaptation and Diversity: 
Essays on Society and Literature in Indonesia, Malaysia & Singapore, ed. Leo Suryadinata(Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1993), pp. 12-15 & Thomas T W Tan, "Introduction to Chinese Culture, Dialect Groups and Their 
Trades," in Chinese Dialect Groups: Traits and Trades, ed. Thomas T W Tan(Singapore: Opinion, 1990), pp. 18-20 & 
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always associated with and identified with occupations and trades that have tended to be service-
oriented. Some of these occupations and trades include being domestic servants, the coffeeshop 
or colloquially known as kopitiams, food and beverages as well as the hospitality industry. 
According to both Han Shan Yuan, a retired Chinese journalist and an expert in Hainanese 
culture and traditions and Han Peck Sun, whose father was a sailor a significant portion of the 
Hainanese men residing in Singapore were also known to be employed as sailors in trading 
vessels, even though the census conducted by the British between 1921 and 1947 made no 
mention of this. This knowledge that a large portion of Hainanese men were sailors is not as 
well-known as the other service occupations and industries that the Hainanese were famous for.43  
This identification or stereotyping of dialect identity and occupation was not only visible 
in the late 19th century in the reports made by the Superintendent of Census; 44 it was also 
prevalent in in the 1950s as shown by Li Yih-Yuan’s research on townships dominated by 
Chinese, such as the one in Muar, Johore. According to Li, the Chinese community in Muar 
often made cross-dialect group references or stereotypes to highlight the occupational traits that 
each dialect group was known for. The Teochews were known for their kuay teow, the Hokkiens 
for their mee; the Hainanese for their coffee and the Cantonese for their pee.45 Even in today’s 
Singapore and Malaysia, dialect identity or rather stereotypes about certain dialect groups is 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Yap Mui Teng, "Hainanese in the Restaurant and Catering Business," in Chinese Dialect Groups: Traits and Trade, 
ed. Thomas T W Tan(Singapore: Opinion, 1990). 
43 Malaya. Superintendent of Census, ed. Malaya, Comprising the Federation of Malaya and the Colony of 
Singapore : A Report on the 1947 Census of Population ed. M. V. Del Tufo (London: Crown Agents for the Colonies, 
1949), pg. 76 & J.E. Nathan, The Census of British Malaya, 1921 (London: Dunstable and Watford, 1922), pp. 83-84 
& Han Shan Yuan, Personal Communication, 20th May 2011 & Han Peck Sun, Personal Communication, 10th 
January 2011. According to both interviewees, a significant portion of Hainanese men were sailors and they lived in 
公司楼 (kongsilou) along Beach Road which was near the sea. A 公司楼 was a small space on the second floor of 
shop-houses that was rented by a group of Hainanese migrants or 公司 for the purpose of lodging. Each member 
of the 公司 was to chip in a small amount of money for rent and for food. 
44 Mak Lau Fong,"Occupation and Chinese Dialect Group in British Malaya", pg. 16. 




often tied up with the occupations and trades that they were known for in the past. Mention the 
word “Hainanese” to Singaporeans and Malaysians and terms such as domestic servants, 
kopitiams and Hainanese restaurant chains such as Hans and Ya Kun automatically spring into 
mind. 
While these stereotypes and ideas about some of the ‘traditional’ occupations and trades 
that the Hainanese have attained the status of national cultural icons, this was not always the case. 
In fact, this chapter will show that the Hainanese who were well-known to be domestic servants 
for rich European and Peranakan families, 46 were largely perceived by the other Chinese dialect 
groups and possibly to an extent by the Hainanese themselves as being of lower class. This 
negative perception was evident especially from the late 1880s till the 1960s, during which both 
Singapore and Malaya were still under colonial control.  
As identity formation does not only entail how one perceives one’s own identity but also 
how the ‘other’ perceives one’s own identity, this chapter will thus examine the ‘routes’ and not 
the ‘roots’ in which this negative perception of the Hainanese community came into being. 
Therefore this chapter will examine how historical forces and circumstances in Malaya and 
Singapore, most notably the bang structure which pushed large number of the Hainanese 
community into certain occupations, such as being domestic servants when they first arrived. 
This chapter will then demonstrate that it was due to the occupational specialisation of the 
Hainanese during the colonial era and the way that social status among the Chinese community 
was centred on the concept of wealth, which led to this negative image by both some Chinese 
                                                          
46 Malaya. Superintendent of Census, ed. Malaya, A Report on the 1947 Census of Population, pg. 76 & Nathan, The 
Census of British Malaya, 1921, pp. 83-84, contains the remarks made by the Superintendent of the Census for 
both the 1921 and 1947 census which indicated that a large proportion of the Hainanese community were working 
as domestic servants for European families. However, the census conducted do not contain any figures on how 
many Hainanese were actually hired as domestic servants. 
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from other dialect groups and as the chapter will demonstrate, even within some members of the 
Hainanese community themselves. 
The Hainanese, a Small Community and Late Migrants 
One of the key forces and factors that pushed the Hainanese to certain undesirable occupations, 
such as being domestic servants was their relatively late migration to the region. While it is hard 
to determine the actual year the first Hainanese arrived, most of the evidence suggests that they 
were relatively late migrants compared to the Hokkiens, the Cantonese and the Teochews. These 
groups traced their origins in the region even before Raffles established a factory in Singapore in 
1819.47 According to John Crawfurd, Singapore’s second Resident, the Chinese population in 
Singapore in January 1824 only consisted of 3,317 Chinese, of which most were “Macaos [sp] 
and Hokkiens”.48 There was no mention of the Hainanese. Even Seah Eu Chin, the famous and 
wealthy Teochew community leader and merchant who arrived in Singapore in 1823, only noted 
the existence of the Hainanese in 1848.49 Furthermore, there was no evidence of a Hainanese 
community in the Old Chinatown, which was the initial Chinese settlement allocated by 
Raffles.50 
In addition, research by Lim Meng Ah and Han Shan Yuan also showed that the 
Hainanese were relatively late migrants. While Lim and Han highlight the fact that there were 
already a small number of Hainanese traders trading in Singapore and Malaya even before the 
1820s, most of these traders were transient. They only stayed as long as they needed to trade and 
to wait for the change in the monsoon winds which allowed them to sail home. Both Lim and 
                                                          
47 Cheng Lim-Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore, pp. 15-21. 
48 Walter Makepeace, Gilbert E. Brooke, and Roland St. J. Braddell, eds., One Hundred Years of Singapore : Being 
Some Account of the Capital of the Straits Settlements from Its Foundation by Sir Stamford Raffles on the 6th 
February 1819 to the 6th February 1919, vol. 1 (London: J. Murray, 1921), pg. 345. Macao refers to the Cantonese. 
49 Ibid., pg. 348. 
50 Cheng Lim-Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore, pg. 21. 
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Han concluded that the Hainanese sojourners only started migrating in significant numbers from 
the 1840s onwards. They based this on the fact that the SHHK was only established in 1857 by 
Han Ah Jee and Ong Choo Teck.51 This implied there must have been a sizable Hainanese 
population in Singapore by the late 1840s and early 1850s, in order to have enough support and 
resources to establish the organisation. Moreover, Han also mentions the arrival of a Hainanese 
Qing Court official, Lim Chong Ren, who arrived in Singapore on 1841 to handle certain issues 
that concerned the Hainanese.52 This clearly indicated that there must have been a substantial 
Hainanese community from the 1840s onwards. This was of course much later than the Hokkiens, 
the Cantonese and the Teochews.  
Besides their late entry, the Hainanese were a small community compared to the rest of 
the bigger dialect groups. This was another key reason that eventually pushed them to certain 
occupations that marred their social status. According to the population census conducted in 
1881, there were only 8,319 Hainanese residing in Singapore out of the total Chinese population 
of 86,766. In contrast, there were 24,081 Hokkiens, 22,644 Teochews and 11,853 Cantonese.53 
Even by 1911, the number of Hainanese remained relatively small. Although there was a 
significant increase in the number of Hainanese in the Straits Settlement and in the Federated 
Malay States from 1901 to 1911, they still only consisted of 7.6% and 5.5% of the total Chinese 
population in these areas respectively.54 
The same was also true from the 1920s till the 1940s when there was an exponential 
increase in the number of Hainanese living in Singapore and Malaya. Despite an increase from 
68,200 to 97,568 Hainanese from 1921 to 1931, they only consisted of 5.7% of the entire 
                                                          
51 Han Shan Yuan,"琼洲南来沧桑史", pp. 1-4 & Lim Meng-ah, "The Hainanese of Singapore", pp. 12-13. 
52 Han Shan Yuan,"琼洲南来沧桑史", pg. 3. 
53 CO273/15, "Census of Singapore, 1881," pg. P6. 
54 Nathan, The Census of British Malaya, 1921, pp. 78-84. 
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Chinese population.55 Even when the numbers rose to 157,649 by 1947,56 this only represented 
about 6% of the total Chinese population.57. 
This increase in the Hainanese population was largely due to migration rather than 
through natural childbirths. According to Quek Kai Teng and Quek Soun Tiu, Hainanese women 
were forbidden from leaving Hainan Island to either search for a better life overseas, or more 
commonly, join their husbands who were working overseas, right up till the mid-1920s.58 This 
was also reflected in the interview given to the National Archives of Singapore (NAS) by Tan 
Jee Juen and in the census report of 1921.59 In fact, the male to female ratio of the Hainanese 
community was so largely skewed in favour of the male sex between 1881 until 1931, that the 
Superintendent of the Census was “surpris[ed] … to note that 2,510 Chinese women were 
returned as Hailam [Hainanese]” when the results of the  census was returned.60 His reaction was 
not unfounded as the male to female ratio was so unbalanced that as late as 1901, the ratio was 
982 men to 18 females.61 In addition, there was also strong opposition within the community for 
a Hainanese to marry a local woman. They were instead expected to return back to Hainan Island 
to get married to their betrothed wife.62  
                                                          
55 Malaya. Superintendent of Census, ed. Malaya, a Report on the 1947 Census, pg. 75. The total Chinese 
population residing in Singapore and Malaya at the time the 1931 population census was taken was 1,704,452 
individuals. 
56 Ibid., pp. 75-77. According to the census, the Hainanese population in Singapore increased from 19,866 in 1931 
to 52,192 in 1947. 
57 Ibid., pg. 75. 
58 Quek Kai Teng and Quek Soun Tiu, Interview, by Lin Jiao Sheng, 9th December 1982, Tape Recording, Pioneers of 
Singapore Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A000238. 
59 Tan Jee Juen, Interview, by Cheng Ming Luan, 9th September 1988, Tape Recording, Chinese Dialect Groups. 
Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A000958 & Nathan, The Census of British Malaya, 1921, pg. 84. 
60 Nathan, The Census of British Malaya, 1921, pg. 84. Hailam was a termed used by the Colonial Government and 
English press to refer to the Hainanese. 
61 J.R. Innes, Report on the Census of the Straits Settlments Taken on the 1st March 1901 (Singapore: [s.n.], 1901), 
pg. 22. 
62 Ong Siew Pang, Interview, by Cai Zhi Yuan, 7th Feburary 1991, Tape Recording, Chinese Dialect Groups. 
Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A001210. 
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Moreover, during the 1920s and 1930s, the chaotic political situation in Hainan Island 
resulted in a large exodus, with many finding their way to Singapore and Malaya. According to 
Tan, bandits roamed around the countryside wreaking havoc. The Kuomintang (KMT) and the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) split in 1927 also created further chaos, as people who lived in 
the same village started attacking and killing fellow villagers who were suspected of being either 
pro-KMT or pro-CCP supporters.63 Later on people such as Tan Eng Heng, fled when the Sino-
Japanese War began in 1937. Tan left to escape the draft that the KMT army was conducting to 
bolster their ranks.64 Another interviewee also mentioned that his parents left Hainan Island for 
Singapore in 1938 to escape the imminent Japanese invasion of Hainan Island.65 Nonetheless, 
despite the influx, the Hainanese community remained relatively small when compared to the 
other dialect groups. 
The Bang Structure and its impact on the Hainanese 
For any migrant, one of the first things that they would have had to do was to secure any form of 
employment. As Chan Kwok Bun and Claire Chiang puts it, the sinkheh in the region, regardless 
of their dialect grouping, “had no control over where he could stay or work” because he “had no 
specialized skills of their own” and “were in need of jobs badly”, in order to survive and “learn 
new competences to cope with a foreign environment and to restructure a new set of social 
relationships”, while being far removed from their villages and their loved ones.66   
As explained earlier, the Hainanese were relatively late migrants compared to the other 
major dialect groups. This meant that most of the more desirable occupations and trades in the 
                                                          
63 Tan Jee Juen, Interview, by Cheng Ming Luan, 9th September 1988. 
64 Tan Eng Heng, Oral Interview, by Claire Chiang, 4th November 1984, Tape Recording, Chinese Dialect Groups. 
Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A000506. 
65 Han Peck Sun, Personal Communication, 10th January 2011.  
66 Chan Kwok Bun and Claire Chiang See Ngoh, Stepping Out : The Making of Chinese Entrepreneurs (Singapore: 
Simon and Schuster, 1993), pp. 197 & 206. 
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urbanised areas were already dominated by other groups, leaving the less desirable jobs to the 
Hainanese.67 Moreover, their lack of numbers rendered them unable to challenge the other bangs 
for jobs and businesses in more lucrative trades and industries. Therefore, many Hainanese found 
themselves confined to jobs that were considered to be demeaning. Wee Soon King’s interview 
with the NAS about his grandfather’s life in Malaya and Singapore when he first arrived, 
demonstrates this: 
 When the Hainanese came to Singapore, most of the desirable jobs went to people from the 
other dialect groups…At that time, most of the Chinese who came to Nanyang from China 
were the Hokkiens, Teochews, Cantonese and the Hakkas. When these people managed to 
setup some businesses or managed to carve out a decent living in Singapore, they would ask 
people from their villages to head over to Singapore to join them. Hence, when the 
Hainanese arrived, most of the jobs were taken, only the ones which were tough and 
undesirable were left. However, we had no choice, to survive we have to fight on, thus from 
then on, most Hainanese were found in jobs that were tough and filled with hardship.68 
 In addition, the bang structure that developed in the 19th century proved to be a 
significant stumbling block. Inter-bang rivalry, feuds and disputes were already an issue by 1822, 
that Raffles instructed his committee members planning his famous Raffles Town Plan, to 
consider segregating the Chinese from different provinces in the town plan in order to prevent 
conflicts from occurring.69 Even the creation of the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce, 
then later renamed Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCCI) in 1906, 
took into account the realities of inter-bang rivalries. It was also aimed to prevent this rivalry 
                                                          
67 For the Chinese who lived in the rural areas of British Malaya, most of them regardless of dialect group were 
either plantation workers or were farmers. See Lai Ai Eng, “The Kopitiam in Singapore: An Evolving Story About 
Migration and Cultural Diversity” (Working Paper, Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, 2010), 
pp. 7-8 & C.A. Vlieland, British Malaya (the Colony of the Straits Settlements and the Malay States under British 
Protection, Namely the Federated States of Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan and Pahang and the States of Johore, 
Kedah, Kelantan, Trengganu, Perlis and Brunei) : A Report on the 1931 Census and on Certain Problems of Vital 
Statistics (London: Crown Agents for the Colonies, 1932), pg. 86. 
68 Wee Soon King, Interview, by Cai Zhi Yuan, 18th November 1988, Tape Recording, Chinese Dialect Groups. 
Singapore: National Archives of Singapore, A000976. The English translation of the interview in Hainanese is mine. 
69 Cheng Lim-Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore, pg. 28.Cheng Lim-Keak, Social Change and the 
Chinese in Singapore, pg. 28. 
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from getting out of hand.70 If one examines the organisational structure of the SCCCI before 
1993, it was organised around the bang structure with provisions to prevent a particular bang 
from dominating the proceedings and membership, by allocating membership seats to every 
bang that existed in Singapore.71 Nonetheless, even with this structure, there was still inter-bang 
rivalry, especially when an election for the post of SCCCI President was on-going.72  
 The inter-bang rivalry thus made it difficult for members of other bangs to participate in 
trades that were dominated by certain bangs. The various trade associations that were controlled 
by certain dialect groups or bangs helped strengthened dialect specialisation or monopoly. For 
example, one of the functions of the Henghua dominated Singapore Cycle and Motor Trader’s 
Association was to persuade its members to take over any of its members’ stricken firms, to 
prevent non-Henghuas from entering the industry.73 Moreover, dialect specialisation also meant 
there was a linguistic barrier as the language of conducting business was that of the said dialect 
group. 74 In addition, dialect patronage also made it hard for ‘outsiders’ to enter the trade. 
According to Chew Choo Keng, dialect patronage was common, businesses tended to get their 
supplies from suppliers who were from the same dialect group. For example, in the sundry 
business, the owners of Cantonese sundry shops got their supplies only from Cantonese 
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suppliers. 75  All of these factors that have been highlighted were mutually influencing and 
reinforcing in ensuring dialect monopoly of trades and businesses. 
 Moreover, business owners preferred to hire workers who belonged to the same dialect 
group due to linguistic similarities as Mandarin was still not widely spoken before the war. As 
shown by Wee’s interview, it was hard for the Hainanese or anyone who was not part of that 
particular bang to even be hired as a worker in a trade that was dominated and controlled by 
another dialect group.76 The remittance business owned by Wee’s father was a clear example. 
His father only employed Hainanese as it was the only dialect that his father and the customers 
could speak.77    
 In addition, these business owners also preferred to hire workers and conduct business 
with people from the same dialect group because they were more inclined to trust them. Mutual 
aid differed between people of varying degree of social distance – the most aid was given to your 
family members, followed by your distant relatives and kinsmen, clansmen and fellow villagers 
from China, followed by members of the same dialect group and finally ‘outsiders’, who were 
usually not given any help.78 As such, the degree of trust also varied and was ranked according 
to one’s social distance from another. Moreover, according to Claes Hallgren, the Chinese 
communities in this region were built upon kinship, dialect and locality ties. Hence as Hallgren 
argues, dialect and locality identities should be viewed on the same level as kinship identities 
because kinship and lineage ties were lost due to emigration and replaced by locality and dialect 
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solidarity.79 Similarly, Fei Hsiao-t’ung shares the same view as Hallgren that the use of locality 
and dialect relationship is the “projection of con-sanguinity into space”, which is the ability to 
imagine and create fictive kinship with others who are not one’s relatives. Thus, for the purpose 
of business, to treat and trust someone who is not one’s kin, as being part of the family – as a 
relative.80 People who were not considered as ‘outsiders’ due to their social distance would be 
seen by employers and business owners as being part of their family or at least an ‘insider’. A 
phenomenon that can be observed when Mr Wee discusses the hiring policy of his father’s 
remittance business: 
 He must be from the same province, he must be a Hainanese, but he does not need to be our 
relative. My father was very particular about this because most of the Hainanese who came 
to Singapore were from Wenchang or Qionghai, hence our book keepers were from these 
two counties. We hired them because they spoke the same dialect, which made working 
easier, there was also a sense of kinship (emphasis mine) because they spoke the same 
dialect and they were Hainanese…81 
 From the interview, it was clear that his father personalised the social relationship he had 
with his workers. Han Mui Ling’s research on JP Pepperdine Group Pte Ltd also reveals this 
personalisation that occurs between owners of two separate businesses that shared a business 
relationship. According to Han, the owner of Ban Hoe Hong Confectionary, a bread supplier for 
JP Pepperdine, was addressed as pehdey (uncle) by the members of the family who own the latter, 
even though he was not related. This created a sense of kinship among his business partners who 
came from the same dialect group.82 
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Additionally, the way technical and commercial skills were imparted also ensured dialect 
dominance in certain trades. During the colonial era, the only way to gain technical competence 
was either via apprenticeship or by starting out from the bottom in a business.83 Because of 
kinship and dialect ties as highlighted earlier, the apprentices and employees were usually at 
least from the same dialect group as the craft masters and the trade employers. 
However, it is important to note that the occupations that the Hainanese were working, in 
this case as domestic servants and later on as coffeeshop operators as well as workers in the food 
and beverages industry, was not a result of some primordial ability or skillsets that they had 
when they were in Hainan Island. Similar to most Chinese migrants, most of the Hainanese 
migrants were previously farmers. Tan Eng Heng was a fisherman, yet when he arrived in 
Singapore in 1939, he found himself working as a coffeeshop assistant, something he never 
trained before.84 Wong York Beng was a farmer when he was a teenager back in Hainan Island. 
However, he found himself working as a domestic servant when he arrived in Singapore because 
that were the only few jobs that were open to the Hainanese community and it was recommended 
to him by a friend who had migrated to Singapore earlier than him.85 Despite this lack of skills, 
the European community still regarded the Hainanese as “the men best adapted for domestic 
service.”86 Furthermore, the kopitiam business that the Hainanese would later venture into and be 
well known for did not exist in Hainan Island in the late 19th century and early 20th century. All 
the cooking skills were picked up when the Hainanese were working as domestic servants and 
later passed on to other Hainanese who worked alongside them.87 
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Thus, with the bang structure and the dialect trade specialisation/monopoly, for most of 
the Hainanese, this meant that they were confined to the service industry. And as the next section 
will show, the process of chain migration further reinforced the Hainanese dialect specialisation 
in these trades and occupations. 
Chain Migration and the Reinforcement of Occupational Specialisation 
As highlighted earlier, most of the early Hainanese migrants were forced by circumstances into 
demeaning occupations such as being domestic servants for British/European families. While the 
bang structure had a big role in pushing them into certain occupations and trades, this section 
will show that the process of chain migration further reinforced the occupational specialisation of 
the Hainanese. Chain migration according to Ivan Light is a phenomenon where migrants settle 
in the same locality as their friends or kinsmen who had migrated before them.88 Chain migration 
places new “population where population has already settled” and the migrants tend to make 
their decision to migrate and where to migrate based on kinship rather than just on economic 
benefits.89 
 Like a lot of migrants from China, most of the Hainanese migrants who arrived from the 
1840s to the 1930s were sojourners. Most still saw China as their home and their aim was to earn 
enough money to support their family back in Hainan Island. The general practise was to save up 
enough money to return back home every two to three years in order to get married or look after 
the family. Once back home, he would stay with his family for anything between six months to a 
year before heading back to Malaya and Singapore for work. Anyone who did not return back to 
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Hainan Island for a period of more than five years was considered to have “番女” (married a 
local woman) and no longer saw Hainan Island as their home.90  
 The sojourning mentality could also be seen when Hainanese women were banned from 
joining their male counterparts in Malaya and Singapore until the 1920s. The Hainanese took the 
ban on female migration very seriously. When the first Hainanese woman managed to smuggle 
her way into Singapore to look for her husband in 1904, it caused a major disturbance in Middle 
Road as groups of Hainanese men were looking for her in order to send her back.91 There was 
another incident in 1910 when another Hainanese female managed to find her way into 
Singapore and caused another ruckus in Middle Road. 79 Hainanese men were later charged for 
attempting to abduct her in order to send her back.92 Even when certain Hainanese traders and 
businessmen in Malaya and Singapore wanted to do away with this custom in 1917, they faced 
huge opposition. About 2,000 Hainanese men went to the SHHK in Middle Road to show their 
displeasure. It soon turned into a riot where the shops and houses of these traders were defaced 
and vandalised. It was only resolved when the colonial government stepped in and started a 
mediation session between the two groups.93 Hence, for Hainanese males who wanted to start a 
family with a Hainanese wife, the only real option they had was to save up enough money and 
return home to get married. 
 Thus, the Hainanese migratory movement was not just a one-way process. According to 
Zhu Yi Hui, from 1902 to 1911, there were 117,132 Hainanese males leaving for Malaya and 
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Singapore. During the same period, 31,006 Hainanese returned to Hainan Island.94 This constant 
movement ultimately contributed to the phenomenon of chain migration. Hainanese migrants 
who returned after a brief sojourn in Malaya and Singapore would often bring what Chan and 
Chang called migration myths or narratives back home. These were a very powerful oral means 
of motivation that persuaded fellow Hainanese to consider sojourning to Malaya and Singapore. 
It gave fellow villagers exemplary role models to emulate and the myths “constituted a fairly 
coherent justification of the trials and tribulations, expectations and anxieties, strains and fears” 
of the entire experience of sojourning. Even though these narratives or myths were often 
contradictory and inconsistent, for the villagers, the allure of an alternative solution was more 
often too hard to ignore.95 
 When Lim Ming Joon was a child back in Hainan Island, many of his fellow villagers 
migrated to Malaya and Singapore to make a living. When they returned after their sojourn, he 
saw them as role models because they were much better off financially. These role models made 
him decide that from an early age, he was going to head overseas once he was old enough.96 
Even when some of the narratives that were brought back were of misery, people still headed 
overseas in hopes that the same miseries would not happen to them. Loo Neng’s experience was 
one such example. His father had tried persuading him not to leave because the conditions were 
often very dangerous to new migrants: 
My father warned us [Mr Loo and his brother] that we could not get a decent job over here 
[Singapore and Malaya]. In earlier days, many workers were required to develop the terrain. 
As a result, many never returned. In Malaya, the territory was undeveloped. Many workers 
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could not adapt to the weather and environmental conditions, fell sick and died. We heard of 
so many incidents of this nature. That was why my father was reluctant to let me come to 
Nanyang.97 
 However, even though he himself had heard stories of how difficult life was in Malaya 
and Singapore, he still left Hainan Island to in search of a better future: 
We knew that those who [The Hainanese who went to Nanyang to look for work] came were 
not really any better off. You started off as an odd-jobber in someone’s residence. As there 
were so many people here, it was difficult to look for a good job, so if you could get a bowl 
of rice, that is considered fortunate. My father knew that many who could not find jobs sold 
themselves to land developers and, unable to adapt to the hard conditions, died. Those who 
returned brought with them money, enough to build a house or buy some land. Fellow 
villagers, not knowing thought they had done well. But actually they did not possess any 
business of their own, but were only workers in the employment of others, had worked very 
hard and saved enough to bring home. I only fully realised the truth of the matter after I 
came here [Singapore].98 
 Regular remittance that were sent back home from migrants were also telling signs of 
prosperity and hope for their families and their fellow villagers back home.99 More often than not, 
families who had members working overseas and remitting money back were the envy of the 
village, because the money was more than sufficient for their daily necessities.  
Many Hainanese who went overseas often chose to follow their predecessors’ paths. 
Many of them relied on their friends or families who had experience in Malaya and Singapore 
for help in their own migration. One such assistance that the new migrant needed was the ability 
to get them out of Hainan Island. Han Tin Juan’s father for example, sought help from his fellow 
villagers who were returning to Singapore for work, to bring him along and to loan him money 
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for the boat fare. 100 Others like Wong Kai Tow and Tan Gee Lan’s husband, already had 
relatives in Malaya and Singapore and it was their relatives who had asked them to come over.101 
Another thing that the sinkheh needed help from the laokheh was housing. The laokheh often 
provided a place for new migrants to stay when they first arrived and had nowhere to stay. Han’s 
father was one such recipient of such help. The same villagers who had helped him leave Hainan 
Island also provided him with lodging in a 公司楼 (kongsilou) as well as food when he first 
arrived in Singapore.102 
More importantly, these laokheh or their relatives who had already been in Malaya and 
Singapore were often the ones who introduced jobs to the sinkheh. Han’s father received such 
help from the laokheh who had assisted him by recommending him a job.103 Most of the jobs that 
the Hainanese laokheh recommended to the new migrants were often jobs that they themselves 
were working as or an occupation that someone they knew, usually a Hainanese, was working as. 
With the bang structure in place, this meant that these sinkheh were often recommended by the 
laokheh into occupations that the Hainanese dominated. As Lim Seng explains, when a sinkheh 
first arrived, he would simply find a job that people from the same dialect group as him had been 
doing. More often than not, one could only find work through the recommendation of one’s own 
friends or family. Like his father who was a domestic servant for a British family, Lim’s first job 
when he arrived in Singapore to live with his father, was to become a domestic servant as well. 
That was the only job that his father managed to secure for him. Lim goes on to explain that 
whatever job one did, it was really based on where one was living and who he was living with. If 
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a sinkheh was living with and/or had friends or relatives working as domestic servants as he did, 
he would be a domestic servant. If a sinkheh was living in a coffeeshop and he had friends and/or 
relatives working in one, he would find himself working in a coffeeshop.104 Therefore, through 
the process of chain migration, there were increasing numbers of Hainanese entering trades and 
taking up jobs that were seen by others as being a Hainanese-only trade and occupation. 
In addition, there was also the issue of excess Hainanese plantation workers and miners 
from rural Malaya in the 1930s. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, many of the 
plantations and mines had to lay off staff when the prices of the raw commodities fell rapidly. As 
a result, many found themselves jobless and displaced. Most found their way into the urbanised 
areas of Malaya and Singapore, to look for employment.105 This issue was so problematic that 
the Chinese press such as the Union Times were suggesting that unemployed workers be sent 
back to Hainan Island to help develop the island and to prevent them from causing more social 
problems.106 Due to the bang structure, these men could only look for employment in trades that 
the Hainanese community were known for. Thus, a number of them wound up as coffeeshop 
assistants or domestic servants. 
The influx of Hainanese migrants and the re-employment of displaced Hainanese 
plantation workers further entrenched the occupational specialization of the Hainanese 
community in certain occupations and trades. The next section will emphasise how the 
Hainanese were seen as one of the poorest and lowest class of Chinese by the other dialect 
groups. 
The Social Status of the Hainanese Community 
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In a Confucian society, the social hierarchy that would have governed society would have 
scholars or learned men at the top, followed by peasants, artisans and finally the merchant class. 
Wealth was not the key criteria in which social status was measured. However, when the Chinese 
migrants started their sojourning process, the Confucian social order started to change. 
According to Yong Ching Fatt, Wang Gungwu and Philip Kuhn, most of the Chinese who left 
China for Nanyang during the 19th and early 20th century mainly belonged to the merchant and 
labourer class, or what Wang defines as the huashang and the huagong.107 As such, the Chinese 
society in Malaya and Singapore was not like the traditional Confucian society back in China. 
Even for the Chinese who were already in Southeast Asia before the 19th Century, they were 
mostly merchants, traders or agriculturists. For example, the first Chinese who came to 
Singapore after it was founded were Malacca-born Hokkiens merchants followed by Hokkien 
junk traders from around the region who were attracted by Singapore’s free-port status. 108  
Clearly, the Confucian social order was not transplanted into Malaya and Singapore, nor was it 
feasible as the scholar class were not present in large enough numbers. 
 Wealth thus determined the social hierarchy among the Chinese community in Malaya 
and Singapore. Wealth was one of the key requirements that any aspiring Chinese who wanted to 
be a prominent leader in his own dialect community and the larger Chinese community needed to 
have.109 According to Yong, most of the Chinese elites before 1906 and the top leadership of the 
SCCCI from 1906 to 1941 were wealthy merchants.110 The same would be true for the leaders of 
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each of the various bangs, since the membership positions in the SCCCI were after all drawn 
from the various bangs. 
 For the case of the Hainanese community, they did not have the economic power or the 
numbers to compete against the larger and richer dialect groups to have their leaders recognized 
as the elites of the entire Chinese community. Research showed that the positions of President 
and Vice-President of the SCCCI, which were reserved for the wealthiest Chinese 
representatives in the SCCCI,111 were dominated by the Hokkiens and the Teochews. From 1906 
to 1983, there were 27 Hokkien Presidents and 12 Teochew Presidents out of a total of 39 and 24 
Hokkien Vice-Presidents and 26 Teochew Vice-Presidents out of a total of 48.112 Given that no 
Hainanese was ever elected into either of the two positions even though the Hainanese bang 
were given two seats in the working committee of the SCCCI,113 it is clear that the former was 
too inferior in numbers and wealth to compete for key positions in the SCCCI.  
 Having established that the Hainanese community as a whole in Malaya and Singapore 
were economically poorer vis-à-vis the larger dialect groups, the occupational specialisation of 
the Hainanese also created a situation where the community itself was often seen by members of 
the other dialect groups as inferior. As stated earlier, the Hainanese were often forced to work in 
occupations that were considered by the other dialect groups as demeaning and subservient, most 
notably, being employed as a domestic servant, which was a job that paid poorly and garnered no 
respect from the rest of the Chinese community.114 Moreover, according to Mr Wong Kok Liang, 
there was also a prejudice by the rest of the Chinese community against the Hainanese because 
they saw the Hainanese as an uneducated dialect group that were only fit to work as manual 
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labourers, such as being a domestic servant.115 This derogatory view of the Hainanese was best 
exemplified in 1952, when a mob of Hainanese swarmed into the Shangrilla Café in New World 
and attacked an actress and a promoter of a Chinese drama being shown in the café.116 The 
actress in the play, Xue Fang, made the remark about the Hainanese while in character to vent 
her frustration on a Hainanese actress who had stolen her role in another play: 
“你穿的皮鞋光滑发亮，是‘红毛人’吃风，借来穿的。” 
[The shiny leather shoe you are wearing belongs to your Caucasian master and you are 
wearing it when he is not around.] 
“红毛人吃肉，海南人吃骨；红毛人大便，海南人来扫。” 
[When the Hainanese’s Caucasian master eats the meat, they eat the bone; when their 
masters defecate, the Hainanese will help clear their waste.]117 
 This dialogue was a direct allusion to the Hainanese occupational specialisation of being 
domestic servants. It clearly implied that the Hainanese were poor because any decent items that 
they were wearing, were on-loan from their employers. It also implied that the Hainanese were 
so inferior as compared to the other dialect groups that they had to answer to every whim and 
whine of their employers that even included clearing their employers’ faeces. Even though the 
community leaders tried to calm the community down, a large group of Hainanese men still 
headed down towards the café on the third night of the performance to attack those that were 
responsible for the derogatory remarks.118 
 During the 1920s and the 1930s, there was also a call by the English-educated Hainanese 
for both the colonial government and the English press to stop using the term Hylam or Hailam 
                                                          
115 Wong Kok Liang, Oral Interview, by Ye Wei Zheng, 18th September, Tape Recording, Visual Arts. Singapore 
National Archives of Singapore, A001947. 
116 ST, 18th January 1952, pg. 1. 
117 Ting Ren, "替历史补上一页: 从路丁与雪芳扮演的雷雨说起 [Adding Another Chapter to History: From Loo 
Ting and Xue Fang's Role in Lei Yu]," in 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese Society: Its Social Customs and Features], ed. Mo 
He(Singapore: Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association, 2005), pg. 120. 
118 Ibid., pg. 121.& ST, 18th January 1952, pg. 1. 
38 
 
to refer to the Hainanese.119 Their letters to the press argued that the correct term to refer to the 
Hainanese was either Hainanese or Hengkiaw (Overseas Hainanese) since they were the proper 
English and Hainanese terms, more importantly, the term Hylam and Hailam were considered 
slurs. One Hainanese stated that the term Hylam or Hailam referred to a “person of the lowest 
menial type”, a result of the Hainanese association and specialisation in providing domestic 
services to rich families. 120 Furthermore, according to the writer, the term could be further 
modified with other Hokkien terms to make it sound even more insulting. The term Hylam could 
also be changed to “Hylam-ar”, which according to the writer, refers to a small slave. It could 
even be modified to “Hylam-to”, which in this case, meant “a pig of Hainan”.121 
 The Hokkiens even came up with a term “海南猪无尾”[The pigs from Hainan have no 
tail] to ridicule the Hainanese. In fact, the term was even drawn on the walls of the Kuala 
Lumpur Hainan Hwee Kuan.122 According to Bai Yan, this term was just a mere reflection of the 
fact that the farmers in Hainan Island cut off the tails of the pigs that they reared to help 
purveyors to be able to identify them easily. The tails were also cut off for hygienic reasons 
because there was a tendency for the pigs to swing their tails in their own faeces when they were 
being fed or cleaned.123 However, for some reason or another, this fact became a derogatory 
phrase that used to ridicule the Hainanese community. 
Another derogatory term was also coined by the Cantonese community to refer to the 
Hainanese was “海南丁”[Hainan ‘ting’]. The origins of the term emerged during the early parts 
of the 20th century when the Hainanese community dominated the coffeeshop business. As Bai 
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Yan explained, the boss or the head assistant of the coffeeshop who brewed the drinks found a 
novel and less tiring way of getting the waiter’s attention. Instead of calling for them, he used a 
metal spoon to knock on the cups, producing a ‘ting-ting’ sound akin to a bell. This then alerted 
the waiters who would head to the pass and pick up the orders. Moreover, the word “丁” had no 
negative meaning or connotation to it.124 The Cantonese according to him, used this term to 
highlight the fact that the Hainanese were known for working in the service industry that was 
considered menial.125 
 The lowly social status of the Hainanese community in the eyes of the other Chinese 
dialect groups was recounted by Han Shan Yuan, a retired journalist and an expert of Hainanese 
culture. According to Han, when he was growing up in the 1940s and 1950s, there were some 
Hainanese who were afraid to reveal their dialect heritage to other non-Hainanese for fear of 
ridicule.126 Some even went to the extent of learning other Chinese dialects. By being able to 
speak other dialects, they could also look for jobs in other trades that were dominated by other 
dialect groups, thus potentially improving their life. More importantly, with the ability to speak 
other dialects, they could blend in with other dialect groups.127 It is apparent that the Hainanese 
that Mr Han was discussing, clearly in one way or another felt ashamed to be seen in public as a 
Hainanese due to the lowly social status that others had perceived of them. 
 There is on the other hand, a possibility that the notion that the Hainanese as a 
community was looked down by the other Chinese dialect groups could have been exaggerated 
by some of the interviewees that both the NAS and I have interviewed, along with some of the 
sources used, especially those produced by the various Hainanese clan and dialect associations. 
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Given the lack of collaborating evidence for some of the claims made by some of the 
interviewees and sources, it is hard to ascertain whether this perception that the Hainanese 
community was looked down upon by the other dialect groups was indeed widespread. Moreover, 
it is indeed possible that for some Hainanese the idea that they were being looked down upon 
was something that came about in their minds because the community was neither wealthy nor 
influential as compared to the bigger and more powerful dialect group, and as such, these ideas 
that the community was looked down upon might have been a result of inferiority complex and 
envy. However, from the evidence collected, it is evident that there were indeed some incidents 
where the Hainanese community were called derogatory names and were looked down upon by 
members of the other Chinese dialect communities as seen in the letters published in English 
newspapers meant for the elites, such as The Straits Times and The Singapore Free Press. These 
incidents could only have happened if some members of the other Chinese dialect groups did 
indeed held some negative opinions about the Hainanese community, for without it, certain 
derogatory terms would not have been coined by members of the other dialect groups.  
 Evidently from all the sources and evidence garnered, the Hainanese community in 
Malaya and Singapore was extremely small, poor and limited in influence. Their limited 
representation in the SCCCI, an organisation where the elites of the Chinese community came 
from, was a key indicator of the community’s limited resources and influence. The evidence 
collated also suggests that the Hainanese community were looked down upon by some members 
of the other dialect groups because of their close association with certain types of trades and 
occupations, most notably the domestic service industry. These occupations were hard and low-
paying jobs that were shunned by other Chinese. Nonetheless, in Chapter 3, I will examine how 
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the Hainanese associations have tried to reify and re-create a more positive image of the 
Hainanese community during the colonial period. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, this chapter has examined the arrival of the Hainanese migrants from Hainan Island 
and the reasons why and how the early migrants were forced to seek employment in trades that 
were considered lowly, subservient and menial. The bang structure also restricted the type of 
jobs that were available. Due to the tendency of Chinese employers and businessmen to conduct 
business activities and hire workers from the same dialect group, it was extremely hard for the 
Hainanese to move into more lucrative and socially acceptable trades and businesses. The 
phenomenon of chain migration which resulted in an influx of Hainanese sinkheh into this region 
also meant that there was a stronger association between the Hainanese and jobs that the early 
Hainanese migrants worked in as that was the few occupations that were open to the new sinkheh. 
Due to the occupational specialisation of the Hainanese community as well as their lack of 
influence and wealth within the Chinese community, the Hainanese were largely seen by other 
Chinese as poor with had little to no social status. As a result, this negative perception of the 
Hainanese community during the colonial period easily triggered the creation of derogatory 
nicknames and terms that were used by other Chinese to ridicule the Hainanese community.  
The next chapter examines the colonial attitudes towards the Hainanese. It will attempt to 
trace the change in attitude that the Europeans had towards the Hainanese community – from a 
patronising attitude that viewed the Hainanese as loyal and harmless servants even though they 
were lowly and greedy from the late 1890s onwards, to one that saw them as communists and 




Chapter 2: From Servants to Troublemakers: Colonial Attitudes towards the Hainanese 
As explained in the previous chapter, the specialisation of the Hainanese in certain trades and 
occupations, such as the coffeeshop business and being domestic servants, was a result of the 
circumstances and forces when they arrived in Malaya and Singapore. The trades that they 
entered en-masse however were viewed by the rest of the Chinese community as lowly and 
demeaning. This chapter takes a thorough look at British attitude towards the Hainanese. It traces 
the evolution in their attitudes and perceptions from the 1890s until the Kreta Ayer riots of 1927, 
where notions of the Hainanese community changed from one of lowly domestic servitude to one 
that was seen as a societal troublemaker pushing forward ideas of Communism, and from the 
mid-1930s onwards when this troublesome image slowly disappeared from public discourse. 
More importantly, this chapter argues that despite the Kreta Ayer Riots of 1927, the enduring 
British perception of the Hainanese during the colonial period was however, was primarily 
linked with domestic servitude.  
British attitudes towards the Hainanese before the Kreta Ayer Riots 
According to John G. Butcher’s study on the social history of the British community in Malaya, 
the ‘cook-boys’ and domestic servants that were hired by the British, were considered necessary 
expenditures to help maintain the prestige of the Europeans in the eyes of the Asian populace 
that they governed.128 Butcher cites a case where a British civil servant living in Perak between 
1903 and 1906, retained his seven servants even though his earnings in Straits Dollar dropped 
from $473 to $357 per month, despite an increase in salary from £480 to £520 per annum in 
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1906.129 Another article in the Malay Mail also confirms the notion that domestic servants were 
an essential part of European life in Malaya and Singapore. According to the article, they were 
required by social coercion to conform to a certain standard of living. Therefore they were 
compelled to have a certain number of servants, even with the rising costs of living.130 Moreover, 
Sir John Bucknill’s 1919 report on the salaries of Malayan civil servants also stated that 
Europeans living in Malaya and Singapore should be living at a standard higher than most 
Asians and that “unless a European can earn a wage on which he is able to live decently as a 
European … he merely brings [sic] discredit and contempt upon the British community.”131 
Hence, it was no surprise that the Hainanese ‘cook-boys’ and domestic servants were a staple in 
British/European households given the need to maintain a minimum standard of living.  
Prior to 1927, the British only saw the Hainanese as a community that was largely made 
up of people working as domestic servants, not societal trouble-makers. In fact, they were more 
concerned about their integrity and their effectiveness. A key indicator of this can be found in the 
articles and letters written to the English press about the Hainanese prior to the Kreta Ayer Riots.  
In most of the articles written in The Straits Times and The Singapore Free Press, the 
focus was on their behaviour and effectiveness as domestic servants. Not all the articles written 
before 1927 painted them in a good light. One article written in 1891 for The Straits Times 
highlighted that there were numerous complaints made by the European community about 
Hainanese domestic servants.132 One complaint was that many of them visited brothels because 
there was an absence of Hainanese women due to the custom of not allowing females to migrate 
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from Hainan Island.133 As a result, many had venereal disease that left them incapacitated.134 Not 
only was it an issue for the employers because there was a need to replace the stricken servants, 
their patronage of the brothels was also considered immoral and improper. Nonetheless, despite 
these complaints, the article ended with the line that the “Hylams are in every way the men best 
adapted for domestic service”.135 There was another letter written into The Singapore Free Press 
in 1901, criticising the dishonesty of the Hainanese when they applied for new employment at 
the writer’s home. The writer claimed that the “cheek of Hylam servants has now passed all 
bounds” and they were becoming more dishonest in order to earn a living.136 He complained that 
a Hainanese man who was trying to gain employment tried to pass off a set of fake testimonials 
that were supposedly written by members of the European community who were deceased. He 
also complained about the Hainanese monopoly of the industry which meant that he was unable 
to hire domestic workers from other dialect groups, resulting in him having to over-pay for a 
Hainanese, who in his opinion was second-rate compared to the Cantonese that he had originally 
planned to hire.137  
News articles on thefts in dwelling committed by Hainanese servants were not unusual. 
On the 7th of August 1912, there were two cases of Hainanese servants stealing from their 
employers and vanishing afterwards.138 Another article about three Hainanese servants being 
caught and charged with stealing from their employers was even titled “Hylam Servants 
Again”,139 indicating that as early as the turn of the 20th century, such cases had become common. 
Even when an old British resident of Singapore wrote into the newspaper to defend the 
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Hainanese from being labelled as dishonest by recounting his personal experience, the editor of 
the paper wrote a rebuttal claiming that the writer’s experience was “a happy exception to a too 
general rule.”140 The complaints about the dishonesty of the Hainanese servants also extended to 
how the servants conned their employers by over-declaring the price of the produce that they 
bought from the market and pocketing the remaining cash and how they stole food and produce 
from their employers for their own consumption or more commonly to sell for a profit.141 
The European community’s grievances about their Hainanese servants was such a big 
enough issue that as early as 1870, there were even calls for the colonial administration to come 
up with an ordinance to register domestic servants.142 Many employers wanted it to ensure that 
the men that they were going to hire had legitimate credentials. Furthermore, many also wanted 
the system so that they could trace the whereabouts and identity of their servants in the event that 
they decided to abscond with their valuables. The system according to the employers who wrote 
into the press, would also serve as a good deterrent against theft.143 The colonial government 
eventually enacted an ordinance in 1887 called the Domestic Servants Ordinance which forced 
all domestic servants to be registered.144 However by the following year, the ordinance was 
repealed as there were great difficulties in its enforcement because domestic servants refused to 
register and some employers continued to hire illegally.145 Nevertheless between 1888 to the 
1920s, Europeans clamoured for the ordinance to be re-enacted as there were still complaints and 
reports about the Hainanese domestic servants.146 A letter was even addressed to Sir Laurence 
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Guillemard in The Straits Times when he was first appointed as the Governor of Singapore in 
1920. It stated that the registration of domestic servants was so important that it should be a key 
priority of his governorship to settle the said issue as soon as possible.147  
While the articles and the letters showed that some members of the European community 
still faced issues with their Hainanese domestic workers, it also highlights two important findings 
for this chapter. The first was that the domestic servant was an essential part of a European 
household. Secondly, despite the negative attention the Hainanese domestic workers garnered in 
the press, most employers who wrote the articles and letters were still willing to hire them 
provided there was a proper registration system.148 From the literature published in the English 
press, the European community also did not view the Hainanese as anything more than just a 
harmless community of ‘lowly’ social origins that were known for being domestic servants.  
However, it must be said that not all of the press attention was negative. There were 
letters and articles written by members of the European community which praised Hainanese 
domestic workers for their integrity, work ethic, and their good work. One such example in The 
Straits Times praised the loyalty of the Hainanese during the Indian Mutiny of 1915. Many 
Europeans had fled to safer grounds and left their Hainanese servants in charge of their 
households. When they returned after the Mutiny, most found their houses and valuables intact 
with their Hainanese domestic workers meeting them at the doorstep.149 Eleven years later, an 
article was published in The Singapore Free Press that defended the Hainanese servants from 
some members of the European community who were “prone to deplore the deficiencies of the 
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Hylams [Hainanese]”.150 The article argued that if the employers treated their domestic servants 
in a fair and just manner, most would respond in kind and be willing to serve their employers as 
best as they could.151  
From all the evidence gathered thus far, it is evident that the colonial perception of the 
Hainanese prior to the 1927 Kreta Ayer Riots was clearly one that saw them as racially inferior 
but more importantly, identified them as harmless domestic servants. Even though the Hainanese 
domestic workers received some negative press attention, it did little to change the perceptions of 
the British/European community: a large proportion of the domestic workers in Malaya and 
Singapore were of Hainanese origins. Even when the Hainanese community rioted on the streets 
of Singapore in 1917 after a Hainanese women was found to have smuggled herself into the 
island, the discourse in The Straits Times was not one that painted the community as a threat to 
society or British control. Conversely, the article highlighted how the Hainanese community 
actually went en-masse to the office of the Chinese Protectorate to apologise for the 
disturbances.152 Clearly, before the Kreta Ayer Riots of 1927, the Hainanese were not seen as a 
threat to colonial rule and violent incidents such as the 1917 riots, were not considered by the 
colonial authorities as signs of political defiance. 
Kreta Ayer Riots and the change in British Attitudes 
Prior to the Kreta Ayer Riots of 1927, the colonial government in Malaya and Singapore were 
already wary of the activities of Chinese nationalists from the two different factions within the 
Kuomintang (KMT) – the moderate faction, which consisted primarily of merchants and 
community leaders who were considered to be elites of the Chinese community, and the KMT 
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left, which the British commonly referred to as the KMT ‘Main School’.153 They were especially 
wary of the night schools that were opened by the ‘Main School’, which they suspected was 
dominated by the Hainanese and more importantly, engaged in seditious activities.154 Despite the 
concern of the colonial authorities, public discourse about the Hainanese community was still 
centred on their role as domestic servants. A clear example of this dissonance between the public 
and the colonial government perception of the Hainanese can be seen in the raid of Chi Min 
School at 25 Blair Road, Singapore, on the 28th of February 1926, where 41 participants, most of 
whom were Hainanese, were arrested in a delegates’ meeting for the Nanyang Public Bodies 
Union – a union that was a united front organisation that aimed to commemorate the death of 
Sun Yat-sen and to organise anti-Japanese and anti-capitalist boycott movements.155 The colonial 
authorities mistakenly regarded the meeting as being the first Communist Party organisation in 
Malaya and were alarmed by the actions of the Hainanese and the presence of a Communist 
Party organisation.156 On the other hand, the English press took a different stance. According to 
their reports, the meeting at the school was only regarded as an illegal secret society meeting. 
There was hardly any mention about the seditious or Communist activities. 157  The public 
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perception of the Hainanese community changed only after the Kreta Ayer Riots that occurred on 
the 12th of March 1927 instigated by the Hainanese-dominated ‘Main School’.158 
 The Kreta Ayer Riots was originally meant to be a public memorial service held at Happy 
Valley commemorating the second anniversary of Sun Yat-sen’s death. It was organised by the 
KMT moderates in Singapore such as Siu Chi Lai who was the president of the Nan An Hui 
Kuan, Hau Si Wan, a prominent Hokkien community leader, Li Leng Kai and Li Leong Khei, 
both prominent Cantonese community leaders.159 The British colonial administration was clearly 
worried with the plans to organise a public memorial service for Sun Yat-sen. They feared that 
the service might turn into a political demonstration given the “rapid development of political 
action and propaganda by local Chinese”. They ultimately relented, realising that the service 
would take place even without their approval. 160 Nevertheless, permission for the memorial 
service was only granted on the conditions that there were not to be any formal procession 
through the city, no display of Chinese flags and no speech-making.161 Moreover, both A.M. 
Goodman, Secretary for Chinese Affairs, Straits Settlement and H. Fairburn, Inspector General 
for the Straits Settlement Police were assured that the details and conditions in which the service 
was permitted would be disseminated to the Hainanese community to ensure that they would not 
cause any trouble. This was crucial as there were rumours that Hainanese night school teachers 
and students intended to start a demonstration to protest the forcible closure of numerous 
Hainanese night schools because they were allegedly used for seditious activities.162 
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 These rumours turned out to be real when midway through the service, a large 
congregation of Hainanese night school teachers and students, believed to be linked to the ‘Main 
School’, arrived at Happy Valley demanding that they be allowed to lead a procession and make 
political speeches. When some members of the memorial service tried to stop the Hainanese 
from heading to the stage to make their speeches, they were assaulted. 163 After the initial 
confrontation, the Hainanese ‘Main School’ contingent marched off in the direction of the city, 
leaving behind handbills, leaflets and printed materials which were anti-British and anti-
imperialist.164 When the contingent arrived at Kreta Ayer Police Station, traffic was halted as a 
trolley bus was forced to stop. And when the police tried to clear the road and arrest some of the 
demonstrators, the contingent fought back. As a result, the police fired into the crowd, killing 
two of the demonstrators instantly. Four demonstrators died of gunshot wounds the next day and 
fourteen others were wounded.165 
 The effects that the riots had were far-reaching. Not only did it hastened the split within 
the KMT in Malaya as the moderates managed to successfully purge the left wing ‘Main School’, 
it also hardened the attitudes of the colonial authorities and the British in Malaya and Singapore 
towards the KMT and more crucially, towards the Hainanese.166 Within official government 
circles, the riots reinforced the longstanding prejudice that some members of the colonial 
administration, such as Goodman had towards the Hainanese.167  
Just a month prior to the riots, Goodman wrote a report highlighting that almost all of the 
KMT sub-branches in the Straits Settlement had been taken over by the extremist ‘Main School” 
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and that “practically all the branches that existed were under the control of extremists who were 
as a rule Hailam [Hainanese]”.168 In addition, he also wrote a joint report with P.T. Allen, 
Secretary for Chinese Affairs for the Federated Malay States, arguing that the ban on the KMT 
should remain in effect because it would create an “imperium in imperio” (an informal state 
within a formal state) and “the continued infiltration of anti-capitalistic principles into labour 
organisations in Malaya” which could potentially threaten the economic future and stability of 
both Malaya and Singapore. 169  What is interesting and revealing in his analysis was how 
Goodman divided the Chinese community into Chinese who were deemed ‘respectable’ because 
they had no connections with the KMT, and Chinese who were radical activists due to their 
connections with the KMT and their anti-capitalist and proto-communist ideology, namely 
Hainanese.170 Given Goodman’s earlier prejudice against the Hainanese, the riots would have 
simply reinforced it. More importantly, it would have also convinced other colonial officials that 
the Hainanese were indeed a subversive element. 
Another important colonial official who was convinced that the Hainanese was a threat to 
Malaya and Singapore was Sir Hugh Clifford who assumed the post of the Governor of the 
Straits Settlements and the British High Commissioner to Malaya in the wake of the riots, in 
June 1927. In his first memorandum to London in August 1927, Clifford’s anti-Hainanese 
biasness could be clearly seen. Unlike Goodman who advocated a total ban on KMT activities, 
Clifford believed that by allowing moderate KMT leaders who were not Hainanese to run it 
aboveground, the Hainanese would have their subversive influence curtailed. What was even 
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more telling was Clifford’s view on Chinese immigration in the aftermath of the riots. While he 
was opposed to the outright ban of Chinese immigration per se due their economic contribution 
to Malaya and Singapore by providing cheap labour, as well as its ineffectiveness in preventing 
“undesirable aliens”, he however, was willing to recommend the exclusion and the ban of 
Hainanese immigration if need be, in order to prevent another repeat of the riots. 171 In his 
memorandum, he wrote that the “exclusion of all Hai-Lams [Hainanese]” was a far more 
effective measure than an outright ban on Chinese migration because it was “those people 
[Hainanese] [that] have shown more subversive tendencies and a more marked disposition to 
abuse the hospitality afforded to them by the Malayan Governments than has any other section of 
the Chinese population.”172 From Clifford’s and Goodman’s despatches back to London, it was 
clear that the Hainanese had garnered a negative reputation among high-ranking officials. 
   This negative reputation was exacerbated by the fact that the Hainanese-dominated 
‘Main School’ were responsible for causing other incidents such as the trolley bus boycott later 
on.173 After the official inquest into the riot vindicated the police officers who fired into the 
crowd, a Hainanese-led Backing-up Society was formed by the ‘Main School’ to disseminate 
anti-British propaganda and boycott British-owned trolley buses. According to captured 
documents, the main aims of the society were “to take vengeance for the 12th March incident and 
to unite the Overseas Chinese to struggle for freedom and human rights”.174 For many months, 
the society was relatively successful and even managed to gain sympathy and support from the 
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rest of the Chinese community.175 Again, it was no surprise that the trolley bus boycott further 
tarred the reputation of the Hainanese even further and forced the British to tighten political 
control over the entire Chinese community. 
Other than the trolley bus boycott, the numerous raids on Hainanese night schools 
unearthed more damning evidence about their involvement in Communist activities. The arrests 
of many Hainanese suspected of carrying out seditious actions further tainted their reputation.176 
For example, on the afternoon of the 30th of July 1932, about 30 Hainanese vandalised the 
Cathedral of Good Shepherd near Bras Basah Road, in the name of attacking Christianity, while 
at the same time promoting atheism which was part of Communist ideology.177 While the men 
were later arrested and punished,178 the fact that a church was targeted would have surely not 
gone down well with the predominantly-Christian colonial authorities. 
Moreover, the make-up of the Nanyang Provisional Committee (NPC) of the Chinese 
Communist Party, the predecessor of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), worsened the 
situation for the Hainanese. Most of the top leadership positions within the NPC and the other 
labour unions that were linked to it were dominated by Hainanese. The 13-seat leadership 
committee of the NPC only had two non-Hainanese members.179 The same was also true for the 
Nanyang General Labour Union (NGLU), Nanyang Communist Youth League (NYCL) and the 
Nanyang Anti-Imperialist League, which were front organisations of the NPC.180 In fact, one 
piece of propaganda that was produced by the Nanyang Anti-Imperialist League further 
emphasised the role that the Hainanese played in the communist struggle in Malaya and 
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Singapore as well as their role in organising numerous communist organisations. The document 
claimed that the Hainanese suffered the most from an economic point of view vis-à-vis the other 
Overseas Chinese in Malaya, yet they were the most courageous in the fight to bring 
Communism into Malaya and was thus regarded by the British as its deadly enemy. The 
document also stated that “the Hylams [Hainanese] [were] Reds. The word ‘red’ terrifie[d] not 
only Malaya capitalists but [it made] the world’s capitalists shiver” and that the British had to 
resort to cruel methods to shut down the activities of the Hainanese ‘reds’”.181 Given that quite a 
number of the leaders of these Communist organisations were linked to what Yong calls the 
“second wave of Chinese Communists”, who arrived from 1925 to 1927 after being despatched 
here by Chinese communist organisations back in China, this piece of propaganda clearly re-
affirmed the notion that the Hainanese were the vanguard of the revolution. 182 Even with the 
formation of the MCP in 1930, the Hainanese still dominated the leadership positions of the 
MCP and held a tight rein until 1935.183 Most of these early Hainanese leaders of the MCP were 
either from the “second wave” who had managed to escape arrest and banishment from the 
British authorities or they were from the third wave of communists escaping China following the 
onset of the KMT-Chinese Communist Party (CCP) civil war.184 
Thus, the colonial authorities were convinced that a significant portion of the Hainanese 
community were a subversive element. The fact that the colonial authorities went out of their 
wits to explain why the Hainanese dominated the Malayan communist movement in the 1920s 
and early 1930s were also obvious signs that they wanted some way of understanding them. 
Rene Onraet, the Director of the Straits Settlement Criminal Intelligence Department, believed 
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that the Hainanese domination of the Communist movement stemmed from the fact that they 
were chosen as communist agents by the CCP after Hainan Island had turned Communist, an 
erroneous fact. 185  On the other hand, the Director of the Political Intelligence Bureau in 
Singapore believed that it was the clannishness of the Hainanese and their gift for organisation 
which helped them dominate the Communist movement.186 
This distrust of the Hainanese by the British authorities also extended to legitimate 
Hainanese organisations that were clearly not fronts for communist activities and were actually 
aimed at helping rehabilitate the community’s reputation. In 1933, after an offer by Aw Boon 
How to sponsor 100,000 dollars to any Hainanese group willing to help re-develop Hainan Island 
and also counter the Communist threat in China and Malaya was publicised in the Chinese press. 
The Hainanese associations in Malaya and Singapore decided to band together to form the Kiung 
Chow Hwee Kuan Union of Malaya, which served as a union of all the Hainanese associations 
within Malaya and Singapore.187 While the British colonial authorities saw this move as an 
“unobjectionable and an honest attempt to organise the Hailam [Hainanese] community in 
Malaya to assist in the reconstruction of the island of Hainan” and to raise the “standing of the 
Hailams [Hainanese] in the eyes of the Government and the general public”, they were worried 
that it could fall into the hands of the Hainanese communists.188 Just prior to the formation of the 
Union, the Special Branch had received reports that Hainanese Communists based in Malacca 
had sent representatives to meetings and supported the Union’s formation, hoping to secure 
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control of its executive committee and turn it into a front movement.189 Therefore, the British 
reservations to the formation of new Hainanese organisation were understandable. 
The English press also held a similar, if not more extreme view of the Hainanese 
community than the colonial authorities. The Straits Times was one of the more consistent and 
persistent critics of the Hainanese, often delivering scathing attacks on the community and 
constantly associating it with Communism.190 In many of the articles that were published by the 
English press, the term Hylam or Hailam was often used in the headlines to represent or to allude 
to communists and troublemakers. 191 There was also a tendency for English newspapers to 
editorialise and sensationalise when it came to reporting about seditious and communist activities 
as well as the arrests made after a successful raid or operation conducted by the colonial 
authorities. In contrast, the main Chinese newspapers such as the Nanyang Shang Bao and the 
Sin Chew Jit Poh often reported such incidents in a very factual manner. The Straits Times’ 
coverage of a demonstration that threatened to turn into a riot on the 3rd of August 1928, for 
example, was far more sensational than Nanyang Shang Bao’s coverage. Besides using the term 
“Hylam Menace” in its headlines, The Straits Times’ coverage also placed the blame on the 
Hainanese community, erroneously attributing the domination of the Hainanese in the 
Communist movement to the fact that Communism was allowed to flourish in Hainan Island 
despite the crackdown by the KMT.192 On the other hand, the articles in the Nanyang Shang Bao 
did not appropriate blame to the Hainanese, nor did they discuss the role of the Hainanese and 
communism in the demonstration.193 The same was also true when we compare the coverage of 
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the Kreta Ayer Riots of 1927 by the different newspapers. According to David Kenley’s study of 
pre-war Chinese print culture and Chinese nationalism in Singapore and Malaya, the coverage 
provided by the English medium newspapers was far more sensational than the Chinese 
newspapers, with the articles focused on blaming the Hainanese for starting the riots. The 
response from the Chinese press was far more muted as they viewed the riots as a tragedy rather 
than an uprising where British imperial control was threatened.194  
The English press, especially The Straits Times also had editorial pieces that attacked the 
Hainanese community for its links with the Communist movement in Malaya and Singapore. 
Following a news report in which a Penang judge questioned why the Hainanese continued to 
migrate to Malaya after anti-British communist propaganda was shown in court,195 an editorial 
piece written by one of the Straits Times’ editors was published. In it, the writer questioned the 
need to employ Hainanese domestic servants and the future of the Hainanese community in 
Malaya following their involvement in the Kreta Ayer Riots, other seditious activities and in the 
Communist organisations. The Hainanese according to the writer had been given a “monopoly of 
one of the easiest, pleasantest, and best paid occupation” in Malaya and yet they still participated 
in the Communist movement, thus betraying the trust and the advantages the European 
community had given to them.196 The same article also tried to advance a psychological factor as 
to why the Hainanese were attracted to Communism. The writer argued that the Hainanese were 
more prone to being seduced by the ideologies of Communism because “the Chinese of China 
look down upon the people of Hainan as inferiors”, and the “obvious way of removing their 
inferiority complex” was to flood the “country with pamphlets glorifying themselves as the 
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‘vanguard of the revolution,’ and the enemies of ‘imperialist’ and ‘capitalist’ forces in the 
Orient”.197 
Three months later, the same writer wrote another piece defending his original editorial 
and rebutted his detractors who had written their own pieces in other newspapers. He maintained 
that the Hainanese community was riddled with Communism, given that quite a number of 
Hainanese had been arrested for seditious activities. He also reiterated that the psychological 
reasons that had attracted the Hainanese to Communism were also correct.198 Clearly, the writer 
along with some members of the European community and the colonial authorities believed that 
the fortunes of the Hainanese were deeply intertwined with the Communist movement in 
Malaya.199 
Another article written by an Englishmen J.H.W., which was meant as reply to Dr Lim 
Boon Keng’s comment on an article about the clash of races in Malaya that was published, noted 
that most of the communists in Malaya were Hainanese.200 This comment immediately drew an 
angry response from an English-educated Hainanese who wrote in to The Straits Times. He 
complained that J.H.W. was basically saying that the Hainanese were “a rotten set of people” and 
that it was unfair to attack the entire community just because some were involved with 
Communism.201 He also added that it was because of these types of articles that created the 
impression among the general populace that the Hainanese were all communists.202 While J.H.W. 
replied, clarifying his stance that not all Hainanese were communists, it was evident that he 
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along with a large section of the European community saw the Hainanese as being deeply 
involved with the communist movement. 
The disdain the English press had for the Hainanese could also be seen when they were 
quick to put the blame on the latter for any violent incidents that occurred, even when the 
evidence was tenuous. The assassination attempt on Dr C.C. Wu in February 1928 at a reception 
at the Chinese Chamber of Commerce in Hill Street, was carried out by Chong Yok-kai, a 
Cantonese, who held a grudge against the KMT government for imprisoning him in Canton for 
being a Communist.203 While under arrest, Chong admitted to the British authorities that he had 
been sent by the CCP to take out the three KMT officials.204 Despite the fact that the perpetrator 
was not a Hainanese, The Straits Times alluded in their article that the Hainanese were 
responsible for the assassination attempt.205  
The same was also true for the shoemakers’ strike that occurred on the 20th of February 
1928, after the Hakka shoemakers’ demand for a 40% increase in daily wages was rejected by 
their employers.206 When it first started, the strikes only involved the Hakka shoemakers but by 
early March, the Cantonese and the Hainanese shoemakers also joined the Hakkas.207 The strikes 
later turned violent as negotiations remained deadlocked as bombs were thrown, damaging and 
destroying the shops of the employers of the shoemakers. 208  While the NPC claimed 
responsibility for organising the strikes and there were Hainanese participants, it was actually the 
Cantonese and the Hakka who organised the strikes.209 Four of the strike organisers who were 
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arrested and sentenced to seven years imprisonment, were of Hakka origins and they were also 
important figures in the NPC.210 Nevertheless, The Straits Times was again quick to paint the 
Hainanese as being the masterminds.211 It was not until a Hainanese night school was bombed 
that the papers started to question if the veracity of their original claims.212 Again, the fact that 
the English press was quick to put the blame on the Hainanese showed that the latter had a very 
negative reputation especially among the English press and European community. 
In 1933, there was another incident that shocked Malaya, which sheds more light on how 
the Hainanese community was perceived by the English newspapers and the European 
community. On the morning of the 15th of May 1933, the bodies of a Hainanese domestic servant, 
Cheng Kai Kee and his female employer, Mrs R.W. Taylor, were discovered in the residence of 
Mrs Taylor in Petaling, Kuala Lumpur. According to the official inquest, the evidence and the 
statements provided by witnesses seemed to suggest that Cheng had killed Mrs Taylor, before 
committing suicide. Based on a statement given by a Hainanese who ran a coffeeshop that Cheng 
had visited regularly, the reason behind the murder cum suicide was due to a labour dispute as 
Cheng had told the witness that he was going to get fired by Mrs Taylor and he was going to kill 
her if she did so.213 While most of the articles in the English press covered the murder of Mrs 
Taylor in a factual manner,214 an editorial piece that was published in The Straits Times on the 
25th of May 1933, blamed the Hainanese and their links with Communism for the murder of Mrs 
Taylor and the Wallace murder which happened two years earlier: 
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After making full allowance for the possibilities of pure coincidence and mental abnormality, 
it is felt that Communistic and anti-British propaganda among the Hylam [Hainanese] 
community must have had something to do with the Wallace and Taylor murder in Selangor. 
Ordinary domestic friction is not sufficient to explain such horrible crimes – crimes which 
are without precedent in Malaya – and it is difficult to resist the conclusion that unless the 
murders had been predisposed towards violence, as a result of propaganda, these crimes 
would never have occurred.215 
 It was clear that from this extract and the other incidents that the English press, especially 
The Straits Times were prone to yellow journalism, putting the blame for any violent incidents 
that transpired on the Hainanese community and their links with the Communism. Again, all this 
stemmed from the 1927 Kreta Ayer Riots and the early domination of the Communist 
movements by the Hainanese. 
  Nevertheless, there were also some Europeans who acknowledged that certain sections 
of the Hainanese community were more likely to be attracted to Communism. The general 
consensus among them was that the older, more well-established Hainanese who owned 
businesses or who were important figures in the associations, were unlikely to be involved or 
have any interest. The Hainanese who were most likely to participate in the Communist 
movement tended to be younger and more idealistic. This group were more eager to take in the 
Communist propaganda and the lessons taught by teachers who were involved in revolutionary 
activities and were employed by the Hainanese night schools that they attended.216 Some of these 
Europeans were even colonial officials. This could be seen in the report where they gingerly 
welcomed the establishment of the Kiung Chow Hwee Kuan Union of Malaya. As mentioned 
earlier, the British were worried that the new organisation might be taken over by Communists. 
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However, they also saw the benefits of having the older community leaders keep in close contact 
with the younger Hainanese to “wean” them off from Communism, which the latter “had a 
tendency to fall under its sway.”217 There were also other incidents where Hainanese-owned 
shops and business were attacked and damaged by Hainanese Communists.218 These attacks only 
served to highlight and re-affirm the belief that it was the younger Hainanese, who were attracted 
to Communism. In reality, the attacks on the Hainanese shops and businesses seemed to signify 
that there was a division within the Hainanese community, a pro-communist group of Hainanese 
and one that was either anti-communist or ideologically apathetic.219  
The Hainanese involvement in the Communist Movement after 1935 
While the suspicions about the Hainanese community being a subversive element was extremely 
prevalent after the Kreta Ayer Riots, the notion that they were troublemakers and Communists 
started to fade by the mid-1930s, leaving the dominant imagery of domestic servitude. The 
reason for this change was twofold. The first was the decrease in the activities of the MCP from 
1930 till 1936 due to factional infighting and the increased surveillance and pressure by the 
colonial authorities. The second reason was the influx of non-Hainanese into the leadership 
positions in the MCP from 1935 onwards. This proved important because by 1937, the MCP was 
no longer seen by the colonial authorities as simply a Hainanese organisation, especially with the 
onset of the Sino-Japanese War.  
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From 1930 to 1935, the activities of the MCP started to decrease following a decline in 
membership and infighting between different factions. According to the War Office records, 
from 1931 to 1933, the total numerical strength of the MCP and its front organisations dropped 
from 11,000 in 1931 to 7,402 in 1933.220 Communism was increasingly unattractive for youths. 
The Malayan Communist Youth League (MYCL) which comprised of the Malayan Communist 
Youth, Children’s Corp, Students Federation, Juvenile Workers and the Women’s section, 
originally had a total of 2,400 members in 1931. By 1933, the numbers had dwindled to 475 
members.221 The same was also true for the Malayan General Labour Union (MGLU), which 
was one of the largest front organisations for the MCP. Its membership figures dropped from 
7,600 in 1931 to 5,592 in 1933.222 
 This decline in membership figures was not helped by the political infighting. In fact, the 
MCP was plagued by serious internal dissension on at least two occasions from 1930 to 1935.223 
The first which happened in 1932 appeared initially to be ideological before degenerating into a 
split into two different factions and ultimately bloodshed. The conflict seemed to be coloured by 
dialect differences as the moderate Hakka faction decided to break away and form their own 
organisation called the Malayan Communist League because they believed the way forward was 
through the trade union movement and not via radical militant action that the Hainanese faction 
favoured. This was not helped by the fact that a Hakka member of the MGLU was allegedly 
murdered because he had discovered irregularities in the accounts of the Malacca branch of the 
MGLU. 224  The MCP responded by denouncing the new organisation and called for a re-
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registration of party membership to purge the ranks of “unreliable comrades”,225 which resulted 
in a drop in party membership for the MCP and the MGLU. The second internal dissension 
occurred from 1935 to 1936. Like the previous conflict, this dissension was again between the 
Hakka and Hainanese faction. While Gene Hanrahan’s work suggests that the infighting was 
over an internal issue and that Lai Teck, a Comintern agent, had been sent to resolve the issue,226 
research by Yong suggests otherwise. He states that the second internal conflict was deliberately 
created by Lai Teck who was a secret British agent so that he could secure power within the 
party.227  
 Adding to the MCP’s woes was the relentless pressure applied by the British’s Special 
Branch which disrupted their activities and decimated its central committee. From 1930 to 1936, 
the Special Branch made 776 raids, out of which, 294 yielded positive results, resulting in many 
MCP members being arrested, imprisoned and/or banished. 228  The arrests made during the 
Nassim Road incident of 29th April 1930 even crippled the first MCP central committee - the 
party secretary and organisational head were captured.229 Another raid, “The Ducroux Affair” of 
June 1931 resulted in the arrests of Joseph Ducroux, a Comintern agent, Fu Tai-keng, who was 
the MCP’s propaganda head, Wu Chien-nan, the head of the MCYL and other important figures 
in the central committee.230 The arrests also deprived the MCP of much needed funds at the 
height of the Great Depression as its links with the Shanghai Comintern, which provided funds 
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and expertise for Southeast Asian Communists, were cut after the latter was shut down with 
intelligence provided by the British to the KMT following the arrests.231 
 The number of activities that the MCP or its front organisations organised from 1930 to 
1935, declined considerably. This decline in MCP activities was especially evident from 1933 to 
1935 in the reports on the MCP or Hainanese-related Communist activities in the Monthly 
Review of Chinese Affairs (MRCA), which was a monthly report that observed all major events 
and activities within the Chinese society. For instance, in 1933, there were even five months 
where there were no reports on the MCP or any Communist activities.232 This sequence of non-
events recurred in 1934.233 The decline in MCP activities during this period would have lowered 
the suspicions that the European community had towards the Hainanese. 
 A far more important reason that eroded the Hainanese community’s association with 
Communism was the influx of non-Hainanese into the MCP central committee from 1936 
onwards. In a list compiled by the French secret police in Indochina, six out of the 10 positions 
in the MCP central committee in September 1936 were filled by non-Hainanese.234 The same 
trend was noticeable with regard to the various front organisations. Many of the strikes that 
occurred from September 1936 onwards involved relatively few Hainanese workers.235 By April 
1939, it was clear that the Hainanese were no longer the so-called vanguards of Communism in 
Malaya – the fourteen-seat MCP central committee only had two Hainanese members.236 
 Inversely, the decline in the number of Hainanese communists saw an increase in the 
MCP’s political reach. In 1936, the MCP with its vocational united front policy began making 
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inroads among discontented workers in various industries following the wage cuts made due to 
the Great Depression.237 These inroads not only rejuvenated the MCP’s declining membership 
figures but also ultimately signalled its foray into Malayan labour actions, as prolonged and large 
scale strikes erupted in the mines, plantations and factories between 1936 and 1937.238  
The MCP’s involvement in the National Salvation Movement following the start of the 
Sino-Japanese War in 1937 had deep ramifications.239 Firstly, it attracted new blood which 
formed the nucleus of the MCP’s leadership during the Japanese Occupation and post-war years, 
but more importantly, it established it as a pan-Chinese party.240 Thus by the start of the Malayan 
Emergency in 1948, the British clearly did not see the MCP as a Hainanese problem as they had 
done so in the previous decades. Instead, the British saw it as a pan-Chinese problem. 
Furthermore, even at the height of the Malayan Emergency and even during the 1920s and 1930s, 
the Hainanese were still the dominant players in the domestic service industry, just like in the 
1880s,241 suggesting that their legacy according to the European community was intertwined 
with that industry. The notion that the Hainanese were a subversive element was therefore only 
be a passing fad, prevalent during the 1920s and the 1930s. 
Conclusion 
Colonial attitudes and perceptions towards the Hainanese before the Second World War can be 
split into three different phases. The first was from the late 1880s to 1927, where the Europeans 
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were only concerned with the group’s aptitude and attitude as domestic servants. Even though 
there were some negative reports of Hainanese servants, the discourse was still largely positive. 
However, after the Kreta Ayer Riot in 1927, the colonial attitude towards the Hainanese endured 
a paradigm shift. They were now seen as potential troublemakers. All the arrests, riots, 
altercations and their domination of the leadership positions of the Communist movements only 
served to create an association between the Hainanese and the Communism in the eyes of both 
the colonial government and the larger European community. Nonetheless, despite their negative 
reputation, it must be noted that a large number were still employed as domestic servants by 
Europeans. By 1935 onwards, this negative connotation began to erode due to a severely 
weakened MCP, along with the later influx of non-Hainanese into the organisation and its 
leadership positions. By 1948, the Hainanese were no longer linked with the MCP in both public 
and governmental discourse. 
Hence, despite a brief period where the public discourse in the English press as well as 
discourse within the colonial government reflected a large proportion of opinions of the British 
community that saw the Hainanese as a potential menace and threat to British Malaya and 
Singapore, this view of the Hainanese community did not last. Clearly, the image of the 
Hainanese as a domestic servant or working in occupations that were related to the domestic 
service industry, whether they were excellent or dishonest workers, remained the most dominant 
and most lasting image that the British had of the Hainanese in colonial Malaya and Singapore. 
In the subsequent chapter, this dissertation will examine how the Hainanese community leaders 
and the clan and dialect associations in more modern times have reacted and responded to the 




Chapter 3: The Huey Kuan and its attempt to re-posit Hainanese Identity 
In the previous two chapters, this thesis has examined the external perceptions of the Hainanese 
community in Malaya and Singapore during the colonial period. As highlighted in both of the 
chapters, the Hainanese community was largely viewed in a negative light. This chapter which 
will be divided into three sections, will first examine the ‘routes’ that today’s Hainanese clan and 
dialect associations have taken in shaping and reifying Hainanese identity, with regards to the 
issues brought up earlier in the thesis. This chapter will also attempt to study the role of the 
Hainanese associations as key institutions that aided the Hainanese migrants, especially during 
the colonial period. Lastly, this chapter will provide a brief overview of how the role of the clan 
and dialect associations have changed and been affected in independent Singapore, as well as the 
importance of the huey kuans in contemporary Singapore. 
 By examining and analysing the publications produced by the Hainanese dialect 
associations about the Hainanese community and identity, the first section of this chapter will 
show how the Hainanese associations in the contemporary period have tried to deal with this 
negative image and lowly social status that the Hainanese had among the Chinese community 
during the colonial period. It will also demonstrate that while the associations and the Hainanese 
community leaders of today have accepted the fact that the Hainanese were indeed one of the 
least wealthiest and thus one of the Chinese dialect group that had a lowly social status in 
colonial Malaya and Singapore, the Hainanese associations and the community leaders of today 
have chosen to position the Hainanese community of the colonial era in a more positive light, by 
focusing on certain key and ‘unique’ attributes that the Hainanese possessed. These attributes 
include the determination that the Hainanese possessed, the hardworking ‘can-do’ attitude of the 
early Hainanese migrants as well as the Hainanese ‘characteristic’ of providing good quality 
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education to their off-springs and the youths of the Hainanese community.242 This section will 
then show how the Hainanese associations of today have largely ignored the reputation that the 
Hainanese community had of being troublemakers and being linked to the Communist movement 
during the 1920s and 1930s, which was in contrast to the actions the Hainanese dialect 
associations of that period took to rehabilitate the reputation of the Hainanese community. All of 
these efforts to create a more positive image of the Hainanese community were as Ong and 
Nonini have posited, attempts to essentialise and reify Hainanese identity, by focusing on the 
“intrinsic and timeless features” that make up Hainanese culture and identity.243 
 The second section of the chapter will then question the importance of the Hainanese 
dialect associations and the community leaders within these associations in leading and aiding 
the Hainanese community, especially during the colonial period. Given that dialect and clan 
associations have always been seen by scholars as community institutions where early Chinese 
migrants could turn to for help from anything with regards to finding a job to helping settle the 
funeral expenses of a destitute member of the community,244 this section will show that not all 
Hainanese migrants made use of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations to assist them in 
adjusting to life in Malaya and Singapore when they first arrived. More importantly, this chapter 
will also highlight the fact that while dialect and clan associations are often seen as key 
institutions within each of the Chinese dialect community, the Hainanese clan and dialect 
associations did not always play a major role in the lives of some of the Hainanese migrants 
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sojourning or residing in Malaya and Singapore, and those who joined these associations often 
had some pragmatic reasons to sign up for the association’s membership. 
 Finally, this chapter will briefly explore the decline of the Hainanese clan and dialect 
associations’ significance among the Hainanese community and its ability to shape the identity 
of the Hainanese community in contemporary Singapore, following the assumption of the 
People’s Action Party (PAP) to office in 1959, the creation of the Speak Mandarin Campaign by 
the then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in 1979,245 and the intra-factional fighting within some 
of the bigger Hainanese clan and dialect associations from the mid-1980s onwards. 
The Huey Kuan’s attempts to essentialise and reify what it means to be Hainanese 
The Hainanese community as mentioned and explained in the previous two chapters was a 
community that was largely looked down upon by the other Chinese from the other dialect 
groups and by the European community due to their occupational specialisation. This negative 
view held by the other communities was not helped by the fact that the Hainanese were one of 
the least wealthiest and least powerful dialect group among the larger Chinese society. While the 
Hainanese associations and community leaders have accepted that the Hainanese were one of the 
poorest dialect community and one that was largely looked down by others, what has been 
interesting has been the way the associations and community leaders have tried to use this 
negative perception of the Hainanese as a platform to construct a more positive image of the 
Hainanese by creating a romanticised narrative of how the early Hainanese migrants overcame 
the trials and tribulations they faced to be successful members of society. In the process of trying 
to re-shape external perceptions of the Hainanese community, the associations and community 
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leaders have also created an essentialised and positive image of what Hainanese identity should 
encompass. Certain positive traits that were deemed to be Hainanese were constantly highlighted 
throughout the narrative. 
 One of the key attributes and narrative that has always been highlighted in speeches by 
Guests-of-Honour during certain occasions that were being celebrated by the associations, 
publications by the Hainanese associations or by some of the elderly Hainanese, has been the 
story of how the early Hainanese migrants, through pure grit and determination, have been able 
to overcome the lack of wealth as well as the horrible working and living conditions when they 
first arrived, thus improving their lives and livelihoods.246 This narrative and the characteristic 
that is supposedly a Hainanese trait, was heavily emphasised in my interview with Han Shan 
Yuan, a retired journalist and expert on Hainanese culture and traditions. During the interview, 
Han constantly reiterated that the Hainanese migrants who arrived in Malaya and Singapore were 
an extremely poor community that was looked down upon by others and it was only through the 
hard work and sheer determination that they managed to eke out a decent living for themselves 
and more importantly for their families living in Malaya and Singapore. 247 This view was 
reflected in one of his article. In it, Han not only discussed how the Hainanese penchant for hard 
work allowed them to make a living and provide for their families, he also mentioned how the 
hard work of the Hainanese made huge contributions to Singapore’s economy. He even labelled 
the Hainanese as faceless heroes who helped Singapore developed into an economic powerhouse 
through their blood, sweat and tears.248 Another writer who contributed articles to the same book, 
even traced the ability of the Hainanese to endure hardship and remain determined despite 
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overwhelming odds all the way back to the 15th and 16th century, when the early Hainanese on 
Hainan Island did everything they could to overcome the economic dislocation that they 
encountered, and the prejudice that they faced from the Chinese on the mainland.249 This account 
of the Hainanese overcoming difficult odds through hard work was prevalent in the publications 
by the Hainanese associations.250 In another article published by another Hainanese association, 
emphasis was again placed on the diligent nature of the Hainanese in overcoming the tough 
economic situations and the lowly social status that the Hainanese community had, in rising up 
the social ladder and achieving a certain level of success.251 
 This desire by the associations and the community leaders to portray the Hainanese in a 
positive light as hardworking individuals who fought against any prejudice directed towards 
them could be seen in 2000, when the Mediacorp drama Hainan Coffee-Tales was aired on 
television. In one of the scenes in the drama, a re-enactment of the incident that occurred on the 
17th of January 1952, where a Chinese actress made a derogatory remark about the Hainanese 
while performing on stage, generated a lot of backlash from the Singapore Hainan Hwee Kuan 
(SHHK) and the community leaders. The SHHK and the community leaders accused Mediacorp 
of insulting and belittling the Hainanese community and demanded an apology, which 
Mediacorp did. Nonetheless, Mediacorp claimed that the drama taken as a whole, showed how 
the Hainanese fought for respect and how they continually “learnt to survive” during the colonial 
period of Singapore.252 One writer even wrote that the apology and statement by Mediacorp was 
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ridiculous given that it left an indelible scar on the community, despite the fact that he did not 
even catch a single episode of the drama.253 Having viewed the drama in its entirety, it is in my 
opinion that Mediacorp’s statement that the drama emphasised the hardworking virtues and the 
strong will of the Hainanese was accurate. This overreaction was also most likely a result of the 
community leaders having lived through the real incident in 1952, which left a scar on their 
psyche. One would assume that the particular scene triggered memories of the anger that was 
present in 1952, which led to the overreaction and complaints to Mediacorp. Nonetheless, it 
would appear that any actions that were seen by the associations and the community leaders as 
smearing the reputation of the Hainanese community would meet a strong rebuttal, even in 
instances such as this.  
 Other than the belief that diligence and the ability to endure hardship was a key part of 
what made a Hainanese, Hainanese. Another key characteristic that the Hainanese associations, 
community leaders and members of the Hainanese community claimed to be a ‘unique’ 
Hainanese trait, was the strong emphasis placed on education and in ensuring that their youths 
got the best education that one could afford. According to both Han and Xu Wan Zhong, the 
reason for this strong belief in educating their young, was a result of the limited participation of 
the Hainanese in business when they first migrated to Malaya and Singapore. Unlike the 
Hokkiens and the Teochews who formed a large part of the Chinese mercantile community and 
could provide fellow Hokkiens and Teochews with jobs that were related to commerce and 
trade,254 the only way for a Hainanese to climb up the social ladder and for the community to 
improve its social status was through education, as there was hardly any opportunity for the 
                                                          
253 Bai Shan Yan, "不可思议的新传媒声明 [The Ridiculous Explanation from Mediacorp]," in 海南社会风貌 
[Hainanese Society: Its Social Customs and Features], ed. Mo He(Singapore: Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai 
Friendly Association, 2005), pg. 125. 
254 See Chapter One for more information. 
74 
 
Hainanese to enter the world of commerce.255 It is debatable whether the assertions made by Han 
and Xu were correct given that Liu Yan’s theses on the Hainanese in the east coast of peninsular 
Thailand revealed that despite facing similar circumstances as their brethren in Malaya and 
Singapore, the Hainanese in the East coast of Thailand still managed to make headways in the 
Thai business world and Thai society.256  
Nonetheless, what was evident was that the Hainanese associations, community leaders 
and a large number of elderly Hainanese clearly believed that this was true and the only way to 
gain social mobility, especially for their children, was making sure that they were well educated. 
This and the belief that the special focus on education was a Hainanese characteristic were 
reflected in numerous oral interviews conducted by the National Archives of Singapore (NAS) 
on and about the Hainanese community and its way of life. According to one interviewee, being 
literate in the early 20th Century was extremely important for the Hainanese community even 
back in Hainan Island, when most of the people were illiterate. It meant that one would be able to 
know where one came from and what his or her dialect identity was because he or she would 
have been able to read and write the characters that signified where he or she came from and who 
he or she was.257 More importantly, education also provided a possible way out especially for the 
children of Hainanese families, from the drudgery of doing manual labour as people with 
education could find a higher paying desk job that was not physically taxing.258 This desire to 
educate one’s children so that they could have a better chance to lead a better life than their 
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parents was reflected in another interview. Chan Keng Juan recalled how his parents were 
unwilling to compromise on his and his siblings’ education that they were always willing to 
ensure that they went to school no matter how poor and how tight money was in the family. They 
were never ever pulled out of school because his parents had no money to pay for school fees, 
nor were they ever forced to quit school to help supplement the family’s income by working.259 
The same was also true in the oral interviews about the Hainanese clan and dialect 
associations as well as in the publications by the Hainanese clan and dialect associations. For 
example, one of the interviewees, Phua Cheng Kew stressed the fact that the Hainanese placed a 
lot of emphasis on education by highlighting the various loans and scholarships that the Hainan 
Huey Kuan setup in the 1950s to assist the underprivileged members of the clan association in 
making sure their children continued to receive their education despite of the financial status of 
the family.260 Phua even stated that it was a good sign that more and more scholarships were 
given out as that meant that the youths of the Hainanese community were receiving better and 
more education, which would not only enable them to make it big in life, it would also raise the 
prestige of the community.261 Goh Tok Meng in an auto-biographical article also held the same 
views with Phua. In the article, he clearly stated that the “Hainanese people have always placed a 
strong emphasis on education” and he was no exception.262 In fact, Goh wrote extensively on the 
achievements and the impressive education that his children and his grandchildren managed to 
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achieve and received over the years when it came about to discussing his family and his love for 
his family members. 263  This focus on showcasing the educational qualifications and 
achievements of the members of the Hainanese community was not only restricted to Goh’s 
article. It was also prevalent in other publications that were published by these clan and dialect 
associations.264 Two articles in Hainanese Society: its Social Customs and Features (海南社会
风俗) clearly reflected this as both of the articles were aimed at recognising and publicising the 
names of highly educated Hainanese who made a name for themselves in academia.265 It is 
evident that the Hainanese associations and community leaders clearly believed that the two 
attributes discussed, were unique to the Hainanese and was the key to helping the Hainanese 
raise its social status vis-à-vis the other Chinese dialect groups. 
The members within the Hainanese clan and dialect associations, as well as a large 
number of Hainanese would not have been wrong in thinking that the Hainanese as a dialect 
group, put a lot of focus on ensuring that the members within the community were well-educated, 
given the fact that the community itself established numerous night schools for working adults as 
well as schools for the children of Hainanese parents. Two of the schools established by the 
community that still exists in Singapore are Pei Chun Public School that was established in 1933 
at Tanglin Road and Yuying Secondary School, formerly known as Yoke Eng High School, was 
                                                          
263 Ibid., pp. 33-36. 
264 Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan, 新加坡琼州天后宫、海南会馆一百五十周年纪念特刊 [Singapore Tian Hou 
Gong Temple and Hainan Huey Kuan's 150th Anniversary Magazine] (Singapore: Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan, 
2004), pp. 91-98. 
265 Yang Shan Yong, "大学里的海南人 [Hainanese in the University]," in 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese Society: Its 
Social Customs and Features], ed. Mo He(Singapore: Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association, 2005), 
pp. 85-87 & Yang Shan Yong, "海南人的科学家 [Hainanese Scientists]," in 海南社会风貌 [Hainanese Society: Its 




setup in 1910 at Prinsep Street.266 Both schools, according to Mr Lim Ming Joon and Mr Chao 
Yoke San, were originally established in areas which were considered as Hainanese enclaves.267 
However, as research by other scholars on other Chinese dialect groups and the Chinese 
community itself have shown, the two characteristic that the leaders of the Hainanese community 
have claimed to be uniquely Hainanese, were also present and highlighted by the other dialect 
groups as important attributes that allowed one to be successful in life. Chiang and Chan’s 
research on the Chinese entrepreneurs from the various Chinese dialect groups revealed that a 
key component to the entrepreneurs’ success was their strong willpower and their ability to 
endure hardship. According to their work, most of the entrepreneurs that they studied could only 
offer their physical labour to their potential employers as they were young and had no skills or 
education when they first arrived in Malaya and Singapore.268 To first survive and then succeed, 
they had to be willing to working long hours and accept harsh working conditions, as they saved 
part of their meagre salary in hopes that they could have enough starting capital to start their own 
businesses.269 Ng Teow Yhee, a Hokkien, who was born in 1923 in the Fujian province of 
Jinjiang, was one such person. Ng, who started out as a coolie when he first arrived in Singapore 
in 1938 before starting his own business attributed his success to his ability to endure hardship, 
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which ensured that he managed find work and saved up enough capital to start up his own 
business.270 
 Ng also credited his resilience and determination that prevented him from being addicted 
to opium and gambling, thus allowing him to achieve his aims of running his own business as the 
money he had saved was not spent on those vices: 
Most coolies… had nothing to do after they returned from work… So where could he go if 
not to the opium and gambling house? I had been to gambling and opium houses myself. I 
know a kapala (coolie broker)… He offered all of them [his workers] opium, and in the end, 
at least eighteen would become seriously addicted. The workers did not have to pay for the 
opium but this way, the kapala could control them. It was the same for me. Every time I 
approached him for work, he offered me opium. Finally one day, I consented to smoke but 
spat it out immediately… People were greedy, they took the offer of opium because it was 
free, but once they became addicted, he stopped offering them for free and they had to resort 
to all sorts of crimes … to get the money to pay for it… These kapalas invited women to fix 
up the opium pipes, so the young workers became all the more tempted to visit the den every 
day. That was how they ruined themselves.271 
 Clearly, the Hainanese community leaders and associations could not claim that being 
strong-willed, determined and resilient in the face of hardship was a unique part of Hainanese 
identity and culture. Moreover, most if not all of the articles about the determination and 
resilience of the Hainanese personalities that were published by the Hainanese association were 
all cases where the individual managed to make a success of his or her life. These publications 
did not and most likely could not cover the stories of those Hainanese migrants who were 
unsuccessful in their sojourn. The lucky among the unlucky ones might have been able to save 
up just enough money to purchase a ticket back home and return with nothing – others who were 
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worse off, often died penniless in a land far away from their homes in China alone.272 Even for 
those who managed to find some work and save up some money, they could also be tempted like 
some of the rickshaw coolies, who spent most of their earnings on opium, gambling and 
prostitutes, leaving them penniless, unable to work due to their withdrawal symptoms and/or 
venereal diseases they contracted.273 
 In addition, the claims that the strong emphasis placed on education was a unique trait of 
the Hainanese could not be further away from the truth. The other dialect groups were also 
heavily involved in establishing schools and promoting education within their own bangs as well 
as the entire Chinese community. Yung Yuet-hing and Tan Liok Ee’s research for example, 
documented how the entire Chinese community and not just the Hainanese were enthusiastic 
about the promotion of education in colonial Malaya and Singapore. Some of the Chinese were 
even willing to contribute to the development of English schools in both the Straits Settlement 
and in the Federated Malay States.274 However, most of the Chinese were far more enthusiastic 
in supporting and running Chinese schools because of the desire to have their children educated 
in their own language and establish some sort of a cultural link with the “land of their origin”, 
China.275 Moreover, most of the Chinese schools that were setup by the various dialect groups 
were not meant as commercial or profit-making ventures, they were public community projects 
that aimed to help the various dialect communities and even the entire Chinese community.276  
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 Research by Yen Ching-Hwang and Yao Souchou have also shown that the Hainanese 
were not the only dialect group that was concerned about promoting education and ensuring that 
their youths were receiving some form of education. Yen’s study of the Hokkien community in 
British Malaya from 1904 to 1941, clearly indicated that the Hokkiens were at the forefront in 
the development of modern Chinese education in Malaya and Singapore.277 The founding of the 
Singapore Chinese High School by prominent Hokkien and Chinese community leaders such as 
Tan Kah Kee and the promotion of Mandarin by the Hokkien community as a medium of 
instruction weakened the dialect barrier and “promoted inter-bang co-operation in education.”278 
In fact, Lim Geok Choo has also shown that the Singapore Hokkien Huey Kuan’s commitment 
and devotion to education was still prominent even up till the 1980s. 279 Yao’s research on 
Nanyang University or Nantah, which was the first Chinese medium University in Southeast 
Asia, demonstrated that the establishment of Nantah was a result of the collective spirit of the 
entire Chinese community. Nantah, according to Yao, also represented the “collective yearning” 
of the entire Chinese community “to put down the roots of Chinese culture in Southeast Asia.”280 
As such, the funding for the University came from the Chinese, regardless of dialect identity, 
from all walks of life and through other various means. For example, charity concerts were 
organised by the Nanyang Hakka Association and other Chinese voluntary associations, hawkers, 
rickshaw drivers, labourers, dance hostesses and performers in the ge-tais were all willing to 
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donate their earnings for the day to the building fund.281 Clearly, the fund raising movement for 
Nantah involved the entire Chinese community and it showed that the entire community was 
heavily invested in supporting projects and movements that promoted education. It is evident that 
the strong emphasis on education that the Hainanese community leaders and associations have 
tried to claim as being uniquely Hainanese was in reality, a value that was shared by the entire 
Chinese community. 
Besides the creation of the ‘myth’ that the a key component of an essentialised Hainanese 
identity consists of two unique and important attributes, 282  the literature published by the 
Hainanese associations have also chosen to focus on the traditional occupations and trades that 
the Hainanese were known for and which have brought a certain recognition and fame to the 
community, whilst largely ignoring the occupations that have not been able to receive a similar 
level of recognition and fame for the community. The Hainanese kopitiams, Hainanese chicken 
rice and to a lesser extent, Hainanese-styled western food and the food and beverages industry 
that was once dominated by the Hainanese, and are now cultural icons for both the Hainanese 
community and more importantly, for Singapore and Malaysia, are the things that the Hainanese 
associations have now attempted to glorify and exemplify in its publications.283 Articles such as 
the one by Li Duan Ming on Hainanese chicken rice, Ong Siew Pang’s on Hainanese kopitiams 
and Wong Chang Hai’s, demonstrate how the Hainanese community through these dishes and 
trades have made a name for the community and for Singapore and Malaysia.284 For instance, 
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Wong’s article showed how both the kopitiams and chicken rice are such big hits in Malaysia 
and Singapore that kopitiams have sprung up throughout Singapore and Malaysia and the Malay 
community have tried making and selling their own version of Hainanese chicken rice. Moreover, 
according to Wong, the concept of the kopitiam and the Hainanese dishes like chicken rice have 
also travelled beyond the region, which in the eyes of the Hainanese associations and community 
leaders, underlined the role of the Hainanese in cultural landscape of Singapore and Malaysia.285  
Nonetheless, it is important to note that prior to being seen as cultural icons, these trades, 
occupations and the product of these trades did not appear much in the publications of the 
Hainanese associations. The associations were more concerned with highlighting the 
achievements and enterprises of Hainanese businessmen and professionals rather than the 
Hainanese who were working in occupations that were considered menial. As such, the earlier 
publications, such as those published in the 1970s and 1980s, were more fixated on the 
businessmen and professionals within the community. 286  It was not until 2001, when the 
Hainanese literary research unit, headed by Mo He, was formed in the Singapore Bukit Timah 
Heng-Jai Friendly Association (SBHFA), that the focus of the Hainanese clan and dialect 
association’s publications was on Hainanese culture and traditions.287 
In contrast, occupations such as sailing and being domestic workers which the Hainanese 
were also known for, did not receive as much attention in the association’s publication as 
compared to occupations and trades mentioned above. This was also true in the publications by 
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the Hainanese literary research unit. In the two compilations produced by the unit and compiled 
by Mo He, for example, there were an entire section in both books that was dedicated to 
exploring Hainanese food, food and beverage industry, coffee and the Hainanese kopitiams, 
whereas there was only a single article that dealt with the legacy of the Hainanese working as 
domestic workers. There was also no article in the two books that attempted to discuss and 
examine the Hainanese involvement in the maritime industry as sailors, which many Hainanese 
men were working as.288 While the article about the Hainanese working as domestic workers in 
the homes of Caucasian families do depict the Hainanese domestic workers as hardworking 
individuals who through the years managed to develop an emotional bond with their 
employers,289 it is apparent that the associations and community leaders seemed only keen to 
emphasis the occupations and trades that have brought recognition to the Hainanese community. 
This as mentioned earlier, is an attempt by the Hainanese associations and community leaders to 
create and propagate a positive image of the Hainanese to both the public and the community. 
This could also be seen in how the associations have tried to deal with the reputation the 
Hainanese had for being troublemakers and Communist during the 1920s and 1930s.290 Similar 
to the associations on the occupations and trades that have not brought about recognition for the 
community, the issues that plagued the Hainanese community during the 20s and the 30s with 
regards to its links with the Communist movement, has only received little to no coverage from 
the publications produced by the associations. The articles that have discussed the Hainanese role 
and position in the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) often ignore incidents such as the Kreta 
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Ayer Riots or the bombings during the shoemakers’ strike, which left the community’s 
reputation in tatters.291 Instead, these articles have chosen to depict the Hainanese who were in 
the MCP as heroes, by focusing on their activities as resistance fighters during the Japanese 
Occupation. One article even argued that the Hainanese contributions to the Malaya People’s 
Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA) should be further stressed as the Hainanese within the MPAJA 
not only fought against the Japanese invaders; they also managed to raise a MPAJA unit that was 
1,700 strong. This unit, according to the writer, eventually comprised of 7,700 men and women 
by the end of 1944 and was a bane to the Japanese army in Malaya and Singapore.292 In another 
article by the same writer, the writer argued that the Hainanese should be commended for being 
righteous enough to stand up against Japan’s invasion of China and Malaya.293 
This is in contrast to how the Hainanese associations during the 1920s and 30s reacted 
towards the notion that the Hainanese community was deeply involved in the Communist 
movement. While the Hainanese associations might have tacitly approve or at the very least not 
object to the anti-Japanese actions taken by the Hainanese who were in the MCP during the 
National Salvation Movement (NSM), this was not the case prior to the NSM. As explained 
before, the Hainanese associations in Malaya and Singapore acknowledged and wanted to 
rehabilitate the Hainanese community’s negative reputation due to the perceived links with the 
Communist movement. As such, an organisation that consisted of all the Hainanese clan and 
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dialect association was formed.294 One of the ways that the new organisation tried to rehabilitate 
the reputation of the community and to distinguish the Hainanese who were part of the 
Communist movement and those who were not, was to get members of the Hainanese 
community to register with this new organisation, by withholding aid for the Hainanese who 
were not registered with the union. 295 The registration process also required one to take a 
photograph and hang it on the walls of the association for a week to screen new applicants. 
Applicants who were not identified by other members or the colonial authorities as Communists 
would then be accepted into the association and be regarded as law abiding Hainanese.296 In its 
bid to help improve the reputation of the community, the Union also tried to be as law abiding as 
possible by cooperating with the colonial authorities. In one instance, letters were sent to advise 
and instruct the Chinese District Officers in Hainan Island to stop junks leaving Hainan Island 
from carrying passengers unlawfully to Malaya, so that they would not run afoul of the law, 
damaging the Union’s attempt to build goodwill with the colonial government.297 While the 
Hainanese associations and community leaders during both periods have tried to steer the 
perception of the community away from its links and ties with the Communist movement, the 
associations and the community leaders from the 1920s and 30s did acknowledged that it was a 
legitimate issue. This was not the case in how the leaders and associations of the contemporary 
period have tried to handle this issue. Instead of acknowledging it as the huey kuans have done in 
the past, they have chosen to elude the issue and paint a far more rosy picture of the Hainanese 
involvement in the Communist movement, by only depicting them as heroes during the Japanese 
Occupation. 
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From the sources and evidence that have been examined, there is no doubt that the 
Hainanese associations and community leaders of today seem fixated in creating an image of the 
Hainanese with certain attributes and characteristics which are seen as unique identity markers of 
being a Hainanese. However, as this section has explained, these characteristics were not unique 
to the Hainanese. In fact, the two qualities could be found in certain members of other dialect 
groups or even in different ethnic groups. It is also evident that the associations and community 
leaders have tried to position Hainanese identity and the Hainanese community in a more 
positive light by choosing to omit and include certain details and information in their 
publications. More importantly for the purpose of this chapter, the power holders within the 
Hainanese community have treated Hainanese identity in an essentialised manner.298  
The Centrality of the Huey Kuans in the lives of the Hainanese in Colonial Singapore 
Before the Japanese Occupation, Chinese clan and dialect associations have always been 
regarded by various scholars as the epicentre for the various dialect groups. More often than not, 
these clan and dialect associations were organised around temples or ancestral worship halls.299 
In the case of the Hainanese, this was also true, especially for the Singapore Hainan Huey Kuan 
which was organised around the Tian Hou Gong Temple.300 Besides being places for ancestral 
and religious worship, the clan and dialect associations were also places where early migrants 
could head for to seek help for various issues ranging from lodging, employment, to helping the 
sick and aged return to China and helping destitute members of the associations arrange their 
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funerals in the event that no one is making any arrangements for them.301 These were also the 
same functions that the Hainanese clan and dialect associations performed, especially in the late 
19th and early parts of the 20th century.302 However, as this section will reveal, the Hainanese 
associations did not always play a major role in the lives of the early Hainanese migrants, nor did 
it always perform the functions mentioned earlier for the entire Hainanese community. 
Nonetheless, this did not mean that the various Hainanese associations did not assist the 
Hainanese migrants whenever they approached them for help. 
 Some of the male Hainanese migrants had little to no contact with the associations when 
they first stepped off the boats. Many of the interviewees stated that when they first arrived, they 
did not receive any help from the associations, nor did they approach the associations for help. 
Ong Siew Pang’s father was one such individual. When the elder Ong first arrived in Singapore 
in 1916, at the age of 16, he did not approach the associations for help. Instead, he sought help 
from a fellow villager who had migrated to Singapore years earlier, and had started his own 
kopitiam. It was this villager who gave the elder Mr Ong a place to stay and a job in his kopitiam. 
It was help from this villager that allowed the elder Mr Ong to first survive, and then open up his 
own kopitiam in Singapore, after he had saved up enough capital.303 Tan Eng Heng’s early 
experience in Singapore was also very similar to the Ong’s father. Tan also did not receive any 
help from the associations when it came to lodging and employment. His job as a sailor only 
came about through the recommendations of his friend, while his lodging was provided by 
another Hainanese who had the same surname. What was more important was that while Tan 
knew of the existence of the SHHK and the other associations, he never joined them because he 
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was usually overseas sailing. Moreover, he did not want to spend his wages on the membership 
fees if one wanted to be part of the clan or dialect associations.304 The need for membership fees 
would have turned away quite a number of poor Hainanese migrants whose money could be 
better spent on food or on remitting it back to China. Another interviewee, Pang Tee Gam also 
related a story of how even joining the associations did not help him in his search for 
employment when he was a sinkheh. When Mr Pang first reached Singapore, he believed that by 
joining the association as a member, he could use the resources of the association to help him 
find a job. However, in the end, the huey kuan could not find him a job and he had to rely on his 
friends and his relatives who were in Singapore.305 
In fact, in a number of interviews conducted by the NAS, the Hainanese associations 
were hardly mentioned at any point of the interview. 306  One would assume that had the 
associations played a major role in assisting the new Hainanese migrants, the various clan and 
dialect associations would have been a prominent subject in interviews. Moreover, the number of 
members in the Hainanese clan and dialect associations, even in the middle of the 20th century, 
paled in comparison to the number of Hainanese living in Malaya and Singapore. In 1957 for 
example, the SHHK only had slightly over 1,000 members out of about 52,000 Hainanese 
residing in Singapore.307 This meant that only about 1.9% of the Hainanese living in Singapore 
were registered members of the SHHK. While the numbers do not show the other Hainanese who 
took part in the activities of the SHHK in an informal capacity, it does however show that the 
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reach of the SHHK and by extension, other clan and dialect associations among the Hainanese 
community was not that extensive. It could also be possible that a significant number of 
Hainanese joined the other smaller clan and dialect associations such as the Singapore Bukit 
Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association instead of the SHHK.308 However, due to the lack of 
evidence, this can only be an assumption. Nonetheless, it would seem that Loo’s comment about 
how the clan and dialect associations’ main role during the colonial period was to act as a liaison 
between the colonial government and the Hainanese community, and not really to assist the 
community with lodging, employment and financial issues, did have some truth in it.309 
Besides the male migrants, female migrants also did not make the clan and dialect 
associations a central part of their lives. As demonstrated in Chapter One, the Hainanese men in 
both Hainan Island and in British Malaya, barred Hainanese females from migrating down south 
to join their husbands, relatives or to seek a better life in Malaya and Singapore. Hainanese 
females were expected to stay in Hainan Island to take care of the family while waiting for their 
husbands or brothers to return from their sojourn. Therefore, it would not have been a surprise 
that the membership of the various Hainanese associations during the late 19th and early 20th 
century was exclusively male, as the male to female ratio was largely skewed towards the male 
sex until 1947.310 Madam Tan Gee Lan’s experience as a female migrant after she left Hainan 
Island to join her husband in the late 1930s, further reiterates the fact that females were hardly 
around in these associations. When she first arrived in Singapore, she had to look for temporary 
lodging as her husband was still in Segamat. She received help not from the clan and dialect 
associations, but from a distant relative who was already residing in Singapore. Even when she 
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was finally settled in, her daily routine never included any trips to the various Hainanese 
associations. Her life was mostly centred at home, taking care of her children and settling the 
domestic affairs of the house, with an occasional visit to the shops and the homes of her relatives 
and her neighbours.311 The same was also true for Madam Han Eng Juan. According to her 
daughter, Madam Foo Aye Boey, Han never visited any of the Hainanese clan or dialect 
associations. Her life, like Madam Tan’s, revolved around taking care of both her children and 
her employer’s children, while ensuring that the needs of her husband, her home and her British 
employers were met.312 While there are now female members within the various Hainanese clan 
and dialect associations, some of which have Hainanese females being part of the management 
committee, a large proportion of members and management committee members of the dialect 
and clan associations are still male.313 
Even for some of the Hainanese who joined the associations, especially those who only 
joined when they were middle-aged and successful in their business, their motives were not 
always purely about helping the Hainanese community and protecting its traditions and culture. 
According to Chan and Chiang, there were a significant number of Chinese, especially Chinese 
entrepreneurs who joined the clan and dialect associations not only because they wanted to 
protect the culture of their dialect group and feel and be closer to their own heritage, they also 
participated because they often needed to establish a “good reputation” within the community to 
help raise their social status which would also aid their businesses. More often than not, they 
turned to public service, especially through the associations to achieve that aim. Moreover, these 
entrepreneurs were also brought up with Confucian values which stressed benevolence and 
compassion. As such, they were often compelled to strike a balance between the need to 
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establish a “good reputation” to help their business and social benevolence.314 While none of my 
interviewees and the interviews conducted by the NAS revealed that they were in the clan and 
dialect associations to give back to the society through charitable acts because they wanted to 
raise their social standing among their peers and in the process help their own businesses, Chan 
and Chiang’s research on the entrepreneurs from the other dialect communities indicated that this 
was not uncommon. 315  Therefore, one would assume that there were some Hainanese 
businessmen who followed suit. Moreover, there were some Hainanese interviewees, who joined 
the associations to network with other businessmen. Hence, it would not be out of the ordinary if 
there were some Hainanese who joined the Hainanese associations to do public service in a bid 
to raise their social standing within the community and in the process, indirectly helping their 
business to grow. 
As mentioned earlier, there were also Hainanese who joined the Hainanese associations 
to build up their business networks and establish relationships with the other businessmen within 
the Hainanese community, who were already members of the associations. This was not a new 
phenomenon within the Hainanese community and the larger Chinese community. Chinese 
businessmen were already joining their dialect associations as well as larger Chinese associations 
and clubs such as the Ee Hoe Hean (怡和轩), to establish networks and relationships with the 
other merchants since these associations and clubs were formed and even up till today. Chinese 
merchants who joined these associations and clubs often used these organisations as “centres of 
information”, where information about commodity prices, business know-hows and knowledge 
about certain workers were often exchanged.316 Ong Siew Pang, who at one point in his life, 
owned and ran a kopitiam, joined the SHHK in the 1980s because he wanted to befriend and 
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cultivate a business relationship with the other kopitiam owners and coffee suppliers who were 
part of the SHHK. He also joined the SHHK to ensure that his children could get the scholarships 
that were awarded by the SHHK to the children of their members. The relationships he had with 
this group of people were important to Ong because they provided him with information about 
the prices of coffee beans and tea leaves. This was crucial for him as he would then be able to 
purchase these commodities that he needed for his kopitiam at a much lower price. The friends 
that he made in the association also provided him with information about the fluctuations in 
commodity prices, which then allowed him to predict when to stock up more goods and when it 
was time not to bring in too much goods for his kopitiam.317 This clearly showed that for some of 
the members of the different Hainanese association, there were other more personal reasons other 
than to just feel close to their heritage that pushed these individuals to join the various 
associations. 
However, it must be highlighted that there were indeed some Hainanese who joined the 
clan and dialect associations out for the passion to preserve Hainanese culture, dialect and 
traditions. This was evident in the late 1990s and early 2000s, especially with the formation of 
the Hainanese Literary Research Unit in the SBHFA in 2001. This unit according to Mo He, was 
aimed at compiling, editing and publishing works by Hainanese writers on Hainanese society, 
customs, traditions and culture – and to a larger extent, Chinese culture, customs and traditions. 
It was formed after the SBHFA was willing to sponsor the funds to setup the organisation, 
following the SHHK’s refusal to fund the organisation.318 Given that the organisation has been 
publishing books on Hainanese culture and traditions on a regular basis,319 and that it was even 
the subject of a study by French Literary Scholar Claudine Salmon, who was interested in 
                                                          
317 Ong Siew Pang, Interview, by Cai Zhi Yuan, 7th Feburary 1991. 
318 Wong Shiang Hoe @ Mo He, Interview, by National Archives of Singapore, 15th March 2008. 
319 See Appendix E for a list of books. 
93 
 
Hainanese literature,320 it would appear that most of the members of this research unit joined this 
organisation to preserve, protect and propagate Hainanese traditions, language, customs and 
culture. However, more can only be said and discussed about this organisation only after a closer 
examination of it has been conducted. 
The role of the Huey Kuans in shaping Hainanese Identity in post-1959 Singapore 
Having examined how the huey kuans have not always played a central role in the lives of the 
Hainanese even during the colonial period, this portion of the chapter will briefly examine the 
role of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in shaping Hainanese identity in post-1959 
Singapore. This is done so in order to provide a better overview of the context in which the clan 
and dialect associations have been operating and trying to shape Hainanese identity, and how 
that have changed the role of the huey kuans and affected its relevance to the larger general 
Hainanese community in Singapore. 
 As mentioned earlier in the chapter, one of the primary functions of the clan and dialect 
associations during the colonial period was to provide aid to fellow clansmen when they first 
arrived on their sojourn or when they were in distress. Another role that the huey kuans played 
was one of a political nature. As highlighted earlier in the chapter by Mr Loo Neng, the huey 
kuan was often the point of liaison between the community and the colonial government.321 
However, as Sikko Visscher has shown in his analysis of the SCCCI and by extension, the huey 
kuans of the various Chinese dialect groups, including the Hainanese associations, the clan and 
dialect associations also played an active role in politics, pushing for agendas and policies that 
would benefit the community, especially before the PAP took power in 1959. One example that 
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was highlighted in Visscher’s book was that from 1948 to 1957, the SCCCI and the huey kuans 
pushed for the enfranchisement of China-born Chinese residents of Singapore, who were not 
given any form of citizenship and were regarded as aliens following the enactment of the 
Emergency Travel Restriction Regulations and the Immigration/Passport Bill in 1950, after the 
proclamation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.322 Clearly prior to 1959, the huey kuans 
and the SCCCI were still and saw themselves as the “bedrock of Chinese society”, with the 
SCCCI at “the apex of [this] hierarchical pyramid.”323 
 However, that would change after 1959, when the PAP led by Lee Kuan Yew came into 
power. The PAP leaders according to Werner Vennewald were technocratic elites who saw it as 
their mission to lead Singapore towards a future of development, modernity and independence, 
based on meritocracy.324 With such a vision, the PAP leaders felt that huey kuans should be 
abolished because it “catered only to little groups of clansmen or relatives and belonged to the 
past.”325 Moreover, the huey kuans according to the leaders of the PAP were an anachronistic 
idea that did not fit with modern times and was contrary to the values and vision that the PAP 
had in mind for Singapore on its path to independence.326 While the huey kuans were eventually 
not abolished, the period between 1959 to 1966 would see the PAP disciplining and courting the 
SCCCI as well as the huey kuans over issues such as the promotion of Chinese education and 
Chinese language as being the national language of Singapore where they were chastised by the 
PAP, to the courting of the SCCCI and the huey kuans by the PAP over merger with Malaysia in 
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1963 and to the disciplining of the SCCCI and the huey kuans because some of its leaders such 
as Tan Lark Sye, were openly supporting the Barisan Sosialis in the 1963 elections.327  
Suffice to say, with the PAP being a dominant power in Singapore, the role of the huey 
kuans, including the Hainanese clan and dialect associations, ceased being one which had 
political aspirations, to one of a cultural defender role, protecting and preserving Chinese culture 
and Chinese languages. Furthermore, with the creation of the Citizens’ Consultative Committees 
(CCC) and other grassroots organisations after 1965, the Chinese population including the 
Hainanese community no longer had to depend on the huey kuans to act as a point of liaison with 
the government, to seek help from when one was in trouble, or too act as mediators when trying 
to settle a dispute.328 Additionally, many of the important Chinese community leaders who held 
positions in the SCCCI and in the various huey kuans were also co-opted by the PAP to fill 
positions in the corporatist structure built by the PAP after 1966.329 This move by the PAP 
severely dented any political aspirations from the SCCCI and the huey kuans, and it allowed the 
PAP to encroach on the dominant position that these Chinese associations had before 1959. It is 
evident that from 1959 onwards, the importance of the huey kuans, including the Hainanese ones, 
has been diminishing in the eyes of the Chinese and the various dialect communities. As such, it 
would not be an exaggeration to say that like the prominence of the huey kuans in the eyes of the 
Chinese community, the ability of the Hainanese huey kuan to influence and shape Hainanese 
identity would wane from 1959 onwards, as it slowly lost its significance and importance to the 
community. 
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While the ability of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations to shape and influence 
Hainanese identity and to remain an important organisation for the Hainanese community would 
diminish with the assumption of power by the PAP in 1959, the creation of the Speak Mandarin 
Campaign in 1979 would further weaken the Hainanese clan and dialect associations’ ability to 
influence the Hainanese community and identity, due to the fact that the Speak Mandarin 
Campaign would itself dilute Hainanese identity and usage of Hainanese dialect among the 
Hainanese community in Singapore. The campaign was originally devised to “create a 
Mandarin-speaking environment conducive to the successful implementation” of Singapore’s 
bilingual education system. More importantly, it was also meant to break down the boundaries 
between the various dialect groups in Singapore and to unify them via a common language, 
Mandarin.330 
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the huey kuans had been de-politicised and co-opted 
by the PAP government and its role as a political organisations pushing for policies that would 
benefit the entire Chinese community had changed to one that is a defender of Chinese culture, 
values and languages. Therefore, it was no surprise that the SCCCI and the various huey kuans, 
including the Hainanese clan and dialect associations supported the Speak Mandarin Campaign. 
The SHHK for example, was supportive of the Speak Mandarin Campaign with the then 
President Mr Wee Tin Teck making a statement to the Straits Times stating that even with the 
campaign in place, “clan associations can still serve their purpose irrespective of the language 
used.”331 In addition to the statement made by Mr Wee, the SHHK also organised a meeting with 
all of its affiliate organisations to discuss how the SHHK and its affiliates can promote the use of 
Mandarin among the Hainanese community and also during activities organised by the SHHK 
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and its affiliates.332 Clearly, at least on the surface, the Hainanese clan and dialect associations, 
along with the other huey kuans from the other dialect groups were indeed supportive of the 
Speak Mandarin Campaign. 
However, while official support was given to the Speak Mandarin Campaign by the 
SHHK’s leaders, the members of the SHHK may not have been as forthcoming. According to an 
interview conducted by The Straits Times on Dr Cheng Tim Jiam, a Hainanese dentist who had 
contested and lost out for the leadership position in the SHHK in 1991, many of the SHHK 
members were still speaking in Hainanese during meetings and activities organised by the 
association. According to Dr Cheng, there was also no concerted effort to support and promote 
Mandarin and the Ministry of Education’s bilingual educational policy.333 While this account by 
Dr Cheng may have been biased and inaccurate because he had lost in a bitter election for the 
leadership role in the SHHK, Visscher’s research of the SCCCI seems to indicate that there was 
an indeed a portion of the Chinese leaders in the SCCCI who did not support the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign.334 Additionally, research by Tan Keng Yao and Cheng Tee Thong have 
also shown that there were also some resistance from dialect speakers in the creation and 
promotion of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, as they believed that because language carried 
values of the language’s culture with them, eradicating dialect in Singapore would also mean 
eliminating their roots and their sense of identity.335 While it is unclear if the SHHK was truly 
against or even supportive of the campaign, and how many of its members were for or against it, 
what is definite is that the Speak Mandarin Campaign prevented the SHHK and the other 
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Hainanese associations from officially including the Hainanese dialect as part of their attempts to 
promote dialect identity. As noted earlier in this chapter, the Hainanese dialect is a very big part 
of the Hainanese identity.  
More importantly for the purpose of this chapter, the creation and the success of the 
Speak Mandarin Campaign and the bilingual educational policy have resulted in the decrease in 
the usage of dialect, both at home and in the workplace. According to a Straits Times report, in 
1990, half of the Chinese population in Singapore knew how to speak dialect, but by 2001, only 
one-third of the Chinese population in Singapore could do so.336 In contrast, the usage and the 
ability to speak Mandarin among the Chinese population increased from 24% of the entire 
Chinese population in 1981 to 94% in 1993. Only 6% of the entire Chinese population were 
unable to speak Mandarin.337 The attitudes of the youths and adults interviewed by The Straits 
Times with regards to the importance of dialect were even more telling. Most who were 
interviewed had an indifferent attitude towards the gradual phasing out of dialects in Singapore. 
Some like Chen Zhao Nan, a 16 year old student, felt that dialects were not important because 
they have no practical value in contemporary Singapore.338 Nonetheless, it is important to note 
that there are still a small minority of youths and adults who still believe that dialects are an 
important part of their cultural identity and it should be preserved.339 
Crucially for the Hainanese huey kuans, the Speak Mandarin Campaign would result in 
the erosion of Hainanese dialect among Hainanese youths and adults and the dilution of 
Hainanese identity. As Joshua Fishman states, language “is more likely than most symbols of 
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ethnicity to become the symbol of ethnicity”,340 and with the Hainanese dialect being disused 
and forgotten by Hainanese youths and adults, this feeling of being Hainanese and seeing oneself 
as a Hainanese would also gradually erode. Coupled with the changing role and importance of 
the Hainanese clan and dialect associations to the Hainanese community as discussed earlier, the 
Hainanese huey kuans are losing their relevance to the Hainanese community and with it, its 
ability to influence and shape the Hainanese community and identity as more and more 
Hainanese are no longer interested in joining the huey kuans. 
To make matters worse for the Hainanese huey kuans, the SHHK has been embroiled in 
leadership tussles and quarrels, with different factions within the SHHK trying to seize control of 
the leadership of the SHHK since the late 1980s. In 1992, things boiled over following years of 
disputes between the younger professionals who were part of the Singapore Kiung Chiew Junior 
Association and the elderly members of the SHHK. Following the fall out, the younger 
Hainanese decided to modernise their association and renamed it as the Singapore Hainan 
Society to avoid the association that it was a youth wing for the SHHK, after some of its 
members failed to obtain a foothold in the management of the SHHK in their attempts to 
modernise the inner workings of the SHHK. 341  This dispute between the two groups of 
Hainanese became public knowledge that a former MP Loh Meng See, who himself was 
Hainanese, came out to address this issue during the opening of the Singapore Hainan Society. 
He highlighted that such divisions within the community did not bode well for the unity and the 
public perception of the community.342 
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While the disputes arising from the leadership tussles between various groups of 
Hainanese still continued throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, it largely remained under the 
radar of the public. However in 2012, things boiled over again as the dispute over the leadership 
positions in the SHHK became public news again. However, instead of being handled internally, 
this dispute, according to an article by Today, has escalated into a civil suit. 343 This news 
prompted a concerned Hainanese to write into Today, chastising both parties for bringing the 
reputation and the unity of the Hainanese community and its associations into dispute. He even 
called both parties “grown-ups bickering like spoilt children.”344 One Hainanese who I had the 
chance to interview during my research, Mr Han Ah Koon, found it ironic that at the time when 
the fortunes of the Hainanese huey kuans are looking gloomy because many Hainanese are no 
longer interested in joining the clan and dialect associations, you have people within these 
associations fighting for power. These legal disputes according to Mr Han, would only serve to 
alienate and discourage potential members from joining, at a time when these associations need 
the new infusion of fresh blood the most.345 
 While the legal dispute is indeed a troubling issue for the community and for its 
associations, what is more crucial is the future that lays ahead for the Hainanese community and 
its clan and dialect associations, especially in a time when Hainanese identity is being subsumed 
by a larger Chinese and Singaporean identity and the membership figures in these clan and 
dialect associations have been declining. Having already lost its importance and significance to 
the Hainanese community, this on-going tussle in the SHHK would only further weaken the 
Hainanese huey kuans’ ability to shape and influence the community and its identity, making the 
future of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations a bleak one. 
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Without a doubt, the Hainanese clan and dialect associations of today have tried to posit a more 
positive image of the Hainanese community, following years of being regarded as a community 
that had a low social standing when compared to the other Chinese dialect groups and being seen 
by the colonial government as potential Communists during the 1920s and 30s. In a bid to 
position the Hainanese community and identity in positive light, the Hainanese associations and 
the community leaders within these associations have created two attributes that they themselves 
have deemed as ‘uniquely’ Hainanese. However, as the chapter has established, these claims that 
the associations and community leaders have made cannot be further away from the truth. 
Moreover, the associations and the community leaders in their publications, have also chosen to 
highlight certain details about the Hainanese community that would put the community in good 
light, while keeping silent on issues such as the reputation and the links the community had with 
the Communist movement in the 1920s and 30s, that would have tarnished and smeared the 
name of the community. 
 This chapter has also argued that the Hainanese clan and dialect associations, even during 
the colonial era, was not always at the centre of the Hainanese community even though they have 
always been regarded by scholars of Overseas Chinese community as key institutions of the 
community during the colonial era. While the Hainanese clan and dialect associations during the 
colonial period did indeed provide different types of assistance to help the Hainanese sinkheh 
settle in Singapore and Malaya, the evidence suggests that there were some Hainanese who did 
not sought and received any assistance from the associations, nor did the associations play a 
central role in the lives of these Hainanese. 
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 Lastly, this chapter has also briefly demonstrated how the arrival of the PAP in Singapore 
politics, the start of the Speak Mandarin Campaign and the intra-factional fighting within the 
Hainanese clan and dialect associations have affected the associations’ ability to mould 
Hainanese identity and its centrality to the Hainanese community, after 1959. The evidence 
collected suggests that these events have damaged the importance and the prestige of the huey 
kuans in the eyes of the Hainanese community, badly affecting its role as an authority and 
leading voice of Hainanese identity and the leader of the Hainanese community. 
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Conclusion: Re-assessing the Hainanese Community 
The Hainanese community in Malaya and Singapore has not been the subject of study by many 
scholars due to its small numbers when compared to the other dialect groups such as the 
Hokkiens and the Teochews. The Hainanese dialect group has also been neglected because there 
has not been a key figure or a community leader from the community that has been viewed as an 
important community leader for the entire Chinese community, or whose exploits has been 
interesting and important enough to be studied. Unlike the Hokkien community for example, the 
Hainanese did not have its own version of a Tan Kah Kee. The limited amounts of works that 
have examined the Hainanese community have also tended to only focus on the institutions of 
the community or the societal trends that have affected the community. None have examined 
how the community has been perceived by non-Hainanese and none have also studied how the 
image of the Hainanese community and its identity has been shaped by today’s Hainanese clan 
and dialect associations. This thesis has instead, chosen to focus on the latter by examining how 
perceptions of Hainanese community and identity have changed and how it has changed from the 
viewpoints of the different stakeholders.  
In Chapter One, I examined how the negative impression of the Hainanese community 
that the other Chinese dialect groups had, came about largely due to the Hainanese’s 
occupational specialisation during the colonial period. This occupational specialisation that the 
Hainanese were known for, was a result of certain historical forces and societal structures that 
eventually forced the early Hainanese migrants to certain occupations and trades that were 
considered menial by the other Chinese from the other dialect groups. It was this association 
along with other factors that eventually help shaped a negative image of the Hainanese in the 
eyes of the other Chinese communities. Chapter Two on the other hand, explored the changes in 
the colonial imagery of the Hainanese community from the late 1880s till the end of the 1930s. 
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Similar to Chapter One, this change in the colonial imagination of the Hainanese was a result of 
certain historical events and trends that occurred during the period that was being studied. Lastly, 
in Chapter Three, this thesis focused on how the Hainanese clan and dialect associations of today 
have tried positioning the community and its identity in a far more positive light, in response to 
the problems and issues brought up by the first and second chapter of this thesis, by making 
unverifiable claims about the uniqueness of certain attributes that the Hainanese possessed and 
emphasising certain details that put the community in good light, while at the same time, keeping 
silent on issues that threatened to tarnish the reputation of the community. The chapter also 
examines the centrality of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in the lives of the early 
Hainanese migrants and Hainanese community has been called into question. It is also in this 
chapter that the declining importance of the Hainanese clan and dialect associations in shaping 
Hainanese identity after 1959 has been studied. 
This study of how the Hainanese community and its identity have been perceived by both 
Hainanese and non-Hainanese is important and useful for scholars of Overseas Chinese 
community for various reasons. First, by treating identity, in this case Hainanese identity, in a 
manner that is relational, incomplete and in the process of becoming instead of conceptualising 
them as being natural and essential, 346 it compels us to examine the ‘routes’ of Hainanese 
identity rather than the ‘roots’ from which it came from,347 a conceptual framework that is 
lacking in the study of Chinese dialect communities in Singapore and around the region.. 
Secondly, this study of the Hainanese community and identity also contributes to the study of the 
Overseas Chinese community by providing certain insights to the interactions and perceptions 
between the different dialect groups in the region, especially during the colonial period when the 
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notions of pan-Chinese identity was still at its infancy. Lastly and most importantly, this thesis 
posits an alternative way of examining Chinese dialect groups. Instead of examining Chinese 
dialect communities through the lenses of key community leaders and institutions within the 
community, this thesis has attempted to study the Hainanese dialect groups from the external 
perceptions of non-Hainanese and through the voices of the ordinary members of the community. 
Through the adoption of such a methodology, it allows the members of the Hainanese 
community who are not part of these key institutions to have a voice, which then calls into 
question the centrality of these institutions in the lives of the ordinary Hainanese. 
Nevertheless, this thesis can only suffice as a preliminary look at the Hainanese 
community in Singapore. Much work remains to be done in the research of the Hainanese 
community. For instance, certain cultural aspects of the Hainanese community and the leadership 
of the various Hainanese clan and dialect associations could be studied – which this thesis has 
been unable to cover due to the lack of space. In addition, there are also questions that still 
remained unanswered. How will Hainanese identity, the community and its associations be like 
in the next 15 to 20 years? Will the efforts of the Hainanese Literary Research Unit situated in 
the Singapore Bukit Timah Heng-Jai Friendly Association bear fruit and get more Hainanese and 
non-Hainanese interested in Hainanese culture and traditions? These are questions that cannot be 
answered in this thesis. Hopefully for the readers of this thesis, this thesis might be able to 
provoke readers to ponder about the possible answers to these questions and also to generate new 
and exciting questions. Nonetheless, it is with great hope that this thesis will inspire and interest 
scholars and would-be scholars to consider the Hainanese dialect community in Singapore and 
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